Il truth mattered in this controversy, 
[•M hook would end the dehate. 
—George F. "Will, Newsweek 


The definitive statement.... Als. Lefkowitz s 
hook raises the disturbing possibility that we are 
attending a dialogue ol the deaf. 

-New York Times Boo L R eview 
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PREFACE 


I n the fall of 1991 I was asked to write a review-article 
about Martin Bernal’s Black Athena and its relation to the 
Afrocentrist movement. 1 The assignment literally changed 
my life. Once I began to work on the article I realized that 
here was a subject which needed all the attention, and more, 
that I could give to it. Although I had been completely 
unaware of it, there was in existence a whole literature that 
denied that the ancient Greeks were the inventors of democ¬ 
racy, philosophy, and science. There were books in circulation 
that claimed that Socrates and Cleopatra were of African 
descent, and that Greek philosophy had actually been stolen 
from Egypt. Not only were these books being read and widely 
distributed; some of these ideas were being taught in schools 
and even in universities. I soon discovered that one of the uni¬ 
versities where students were being taught these strange sto¬ 
ries about ancient Greece was my own alma mater, Wellesley 
College. 


xi 
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My article in the New Republic soon propelled me into the 
center of a bitter controversy. 2 For many years a course had 
been offered in Wellesley’s Africana Studies department, 
called “Africans in Antiquity.” I had always thought that the 
course was about historical Africa. But now as a result of my 
research, I realized instead that the ancient “Africans” in its 
subject matter were such figures as Socrates and Cleopatra, 
and that among the “facts” of “African” ancient history were 
the same bogus claims about Greek philosophy that I had pre¬ 
viously uncovered. Because I had discussed why these ideas 
were wrong, I found myself fighting on the front lines of one 
of the most hotly contested theaters in the Culture Wars, both 
at home and on a national level. 3 

At first I was amazed that what I wrote had provoked hos¬ 
tility far beyond the range of ordinary scholarly disagree¬ 
ment. I was accused of being inspired by racist motives and 
later of being the leader of a Jewish “onslaught.” 4 An influen¬ 
tial Afrocentrist writer, Professor Molefi Kete Asante of 
Temple University, dismissed my whole discussion as an 
expression of White prejudice: “Lefkowitz and those who share 
her views are not interested in understanding Afrocentricity. 
Their intention is fundamentally the same projection of 
Eurocentric hegemony that we have seen for the past five 
hundred years.” 5 Asante tried to cast doubt on everything that 
I send in my New Republic article. For instance, I reported 
that I had been surprised when one of my students told me 
that she had always thought Socrates was black and was con¬ 
cerned that I had never mentioned his African origins. Asante 
suggested that I had invented the incident, and that my sur¬ 
prise was motivated by “white racism.” 6 Apparently Asante 
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believed I could not endure the thought that Socrates might 
be black, whereas in reality I doubted that he was black 
because there was no evidence to support such a contention. 
Asante, in fact, is aware that there is no such evidence and 
says that for him the matter is “of no interest.” Why didn’t he 
imagine that I was responding in the same way as he was? 
Because there was no evidence, it was not an interesting 
question. 

If Afrocentrist scholars could ward off criticism and even dis¬ 
cussion of their claims and theories by calling their academic 
opponents racists, there seemed to be little hope of sponsoring 
the kind of debate that has until recently been a central feature 
of academic life. Rather than being encouraged to ask ques¬ 
tions, to read widely, and to challenge any and all assumptions, 
students were being indoctrinated along party lines. What 
could be done to improve the situation before Afrocentrists 
walled their students off into a private thought-world of their 
own? It is not enough simply to raise questions about some of 
the more outlandish Afrocentric allegations. There is a need for 
explanation. There is a need to show why these theories are 
based on false assumptions and faulty reasoning, and cannot be 
supported by time-tested methods of intellectual inquiry. There 
is a need to explain why this misinformation about the ancient 
world is being circulated, and to indicate that the motives 
behind it are political, and that this politicizing is dangerous 
because it requires the end to justify the means. 

In this book I want to show why Afrocentric notions of 
antiquity, even though unhistorical, have seemed plausible to 
many intelligent people. In part, the explanation lies in the 
present intellectual climate. There is a current tendency, at 
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least among academics, to regard history as a form of fiction 
that can and should be written differently by each nation or 
ethnic group. The assumption seems to be that somehow all 
versions will simultaneously be true, even if they conflict in 
particular details. According to this line of argument, 
Afrocentric ancient history can be treated not as pseudohistory 
but as an alternative way of looking at the past. It can be con¬ 
sidered as valid as the traditional version, and perhaps even 
more valid because of its moral agenda. It confers a new and 
higher status on an ethnic group whose history has largely 
remained obscure. 

Thus ethnic, and even partisan, histories have won 
approval from university faculties, even though the same fac¬ 
ulties would never approve of outmoded or invalid theories in 
scientific subjects. But the notion that there are many 
“truths” does not explain why Afrocentrists have chosen to 
concentrate on the history of ancient Greece, as opposed to the 
history of any other ancient civilization. Why are questions 
now being raised about the origins of Greek philosophy and 
the ethnicity of various ancient celebrities? How could anyone 
suppose that the ancient Greeks were not the authors of their 
own philosophy and scientific theory? 

The explanation is that only 160 years ago it was widely 
believed that Egypt was the mother of Western civilization. 
Although shown to be untrue as soon as more information 
about Egypt became available, the earlier beliefs survive in the 
mythology of Freemasonry. The Masons believe that their ritu¬ 
als derive from Egypt, but in reality their rituals do not origi¬ 
nate from a real Egyptian source and are not nearly so ancient 
as they suppose. Rather, they derive from the description in an 
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eighteenth-century novel of an “Egyptian Mystery System,” 
which served as a means of providing university-level educa¬ 
tion and as the source of ancient philosophy. This system, 
although wholly fictional, was in fact based on Greek sources. 
And, although no one knew it at the time, these ancient sources 
were themselves inaccurate, because their authors interpreted 
Egyptian culture in terms of Greek custom and experience. 

Although the “Egypt” in these accounts never existed, the 
ancient writers nonetheless believed it, and the Freemasons 
still talk as if they had some direct connection with it. 
Because of their conviction that what they are saying is true, 
their reports can appear credible, especially to people who do 
not have an extensive knowledge of the ancient world. That is 
why an attempt to distinguish these plausible fictions from 
actual fact needs to be undertaken by a classical scholar who 
knows some ancient languages and who is familiar with the 
complex nature of ancient historical writing. 

Even though I am not the only classicist who could have 
written a book about the Afrocentric myth of ancient history, 
I have one special qualification: a long-standing interest in 
pseudohistory. I have identified in ancient writings both delib¬ 
erate and unconscious falsification of evidence. I have also 
studied the many and ingenious ways in which ancient writ¬ 
ers created historical “facts” to serve particular purposes, 
some of them political. 7 It has been a fascinating exercise to 
bring my knowledge of fictional history to bear on the ques¬ 
tions raised in this book, because the issues involved are of 
interest to all of us, not just to classical scholars. 

As my readers will see from some of the incidents that I shall 
describe in the course of the book, working on such a contro- 
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versial subject has not made my life easier. I have not enjoyed 
having to explain, even to people who have known me for many 
years, that I am not attempting simply to preserve the tradi¬ 
tions of an outmoded discipline; I am defending academic stan¬ 
dards. I am not writing about Afrocentrist misconceptions of 
the past in order to show that Greek civilization is superior to 
that of Egypt, or any other African nation. I would like to 
assure anyone who is prepared to make such allegations that, 
on the contrary, I am deeply grateful for the opportunity to have 
learned more about Egypt than I might have done had I not 
taken on this special project. I have only the highest respect for 
the advanced civilization and accomplishments of ancient 
Egypt. 

This book thus has both a negative and a positive purpose. The 
negative purpose is to show that the Afrocentric myth of ancient 
history is a myth, and not history. The positive purpose is to 
encourage people to learn as much about ancient Egypt and 
ancient Greece as possible. The ancient Egypt described by 
Afrocentrists is a fiction. I would like our children and college stu¬ 
dents to learn about the real ancient Egypt and the real ancient 
Africa, and not about the historical fiction invented by Europeans. 

Any work of this kind must inevitably take its readers into 
u n famili ar territory. For that reason I have tried to provide 
as many guideposts as possible along the way. I specify when 
writers wrote and where they came from. All quotations in 
foreign languages are translated (by me, unless otherwise 
noted). I have sought not to encumber the reader with 
learned references and footnotes; the narrative can be read 
straight through without a glance at. the back of the book. 
But the references are there for anyone who wants to know 
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them. A work on such a controversial subject requires thor¬ 
ough documentation. 

This book was written with the support of grants from 
Wellesley College, the Bradley Foundation, and the John M. 
Olin Foundation. 

Among the many people who have urged me to write this 
book, and to discuss these controversial issues, I am particu¬ 
larly grateful to the following for their support, advice, and 
encouragement: Harold Brackman, Deborah B. Cohen, Henry 
Louis Gates, Jr., Glen Hartley, Barbara S. Held, Heather R. 
Higgins, Hermit Hummel, Diane Ravitch, Frank M. Snowden, 
Jr., and Leon Wieseltier. The late F. W. Stemfeld alerted me to 
the importance of the work of the Abb6 Jean Terrasson. Kelly J. 
King spent many hours in Boston libraries tracking down 
obscure books. Beatrice Cody, Christopher Korintus, Sir Hugh 
Lloyd-Jones, and Stephanie O’Hara made many valuable sug¬ 
gestions about the manuscript. I could not have written the 
book without their help. 

Wellesley, Massachusetts 
July 1995 

The paperback edition contains corrections, additions, and 
improvements. Among these are a full bibliography, with sug¬ 
gestions for further reading; a glossary of names to help peo¬ 
ple sort out who is who in the ancient writings mentioned in 
this book; and supplementary notes keyed to pages in the 
text, which provide more information and answer questions 
raised by reviewers and correspondents (these may be found 
after the endnotes). I have corrected some minor errors and 
typos. I have added an epilogue in which I discuss the central 
issues raised by the book, examine the rather curious argu- 
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ments that have been presented by critics and reviewers, and 
suggest topics for further discussion. My thanks to the 
Mends, colleagues, and correspondents who have offered 
much helpful advice: John Baines, Harold Brackman, Brian 
Burrough, Beverly Coleman, Matthew Dickie, George M. 
Hollenback, Erich Martel, J0rgen Mejer, John Morgan, and 
Robert Renehan. 


Wellesley, Massachusetts 
January 1997 


ONE 


INTRODUCTION 


I n American universities today not everyone knows what ex¬ 
treme Afrocentrists are doing in their classrooms. Or, even 
if they do know, they choose not to ask questions. 1 For many 
years I had been as unwilling to get involved as anyone else. 
But then, when I learned what was going on in this special 
line of teaching, my questions about ancient history were not 
encouraged. There was no sense that as a faculty we were all 
involved in a cooperative enterprise, that of educating all of 
our students. Intellectual debate was in fact actively discour¬ 
aged, even though the questions raised were reasonable and 
fair. Ordinarily, if someone has a theory that involves a radical 
departure from what the experts have professed, he or she is 
expected to defend his or her position by providing evidence in 
its support. But no one seemed to think it was appropriate to 


1 
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ask for evidence from the instructors who claimed that the 
Greeks stole their philosophy from Egypt. 

Normally, if one has a question about a text that another 
instructor is using, one simply asks why he or she is using 
that book. But since this conventional line of inquiry was 
closed to me, I had to wait until I could reuse my questions in 
a more public context. That opportunity came in February 
1993, when Dr. Yosef A. A. ben-Jochannan was invited to give 
Wellesley’s Martin Luther King, Jr., memorial lecture. 
Posters described Dr. ben-Jochannan. as a “distinguished 
Egyptologist,” and indeed that is how he was introduced by 
the then president of Wellesley College. But I knew from my 
research in Afrocentric literature that he was not what schol¬ 
ars would ordinarily describe as an Egyptologist, that is, a 
scholar of Egyptian language and civilization. Rather, he was 
an extreme Afrocentrist, author of many books describing how 
Greek civilization was stolen from Africa, how Aristotle 
robbed the library of Alexandria, and how the true Jews are 
Africans like himself. 

After Dr. ben-Jochannan made these same assertions once 
again in his lecture, I asked him dining the question period 
why he said that Aristotle had come to Egypt with Alexander 
and had stolen his philosophy from the library at Alexandria, 
when that library had only been built after his death. Dr. ben- 
Jochannan was unable to answer the question, and said that 
he .resented the tone of the inquiry. Severed students came up 
to me after the lecture and accused me of racism, suggesting 
that I had been brainwashed by white historians. But others 
stayed to hear me out, and I assured Dr. ben-Jochannan that 
I simply wanted to know what his evidence was: so far as I 



Introduction 3 


knew, and I had studied the subject, Aristotle never went to 
Egypt, and while the date of the library of Alexandria is not 
known precisely, it was certainly built some years after the 
city was founded, which was after both Aristotle’s and Alexan¬ 
der’s deaths. 

A lecture at which serious questions could not be asked, and 
in fact were greeted with hostility—the occasion seemed more 
like a political rally than an academic event. 2 As if that were 
not disturbing enough in itself, there was also the strange si¬ 
lence on the part of many of my faculty colleagues. Several of 
them were well aware that what Dr. ben-Jochannan was say¬ 
ing was factually wrong. One of them said later that she found 
the lecture so “hopeless” that she decided to say nothing. Were 
they afraid of being called racists? If so, their behavior was un¬ 
derstandable, but not entirely responsible. Didn’t we as educa¬ 
tors owe it to our students, all our students, to see that they 
got the best education they could possibly get? And that 
clearly was what they were not getting in a lecture where they 
were being told myths disguised as history, and where discus¬ 
sion and analysis had apparently been forbidden. 

Good as the myths they were hearing may have made these 
students feel, so long as they never left the Afrocentric envi¬ 
ronment in which they were being nurtured and sheltered, 
they were being systematically deprived of the most impor¬ 
tant features of a university education. They were not learn¬ 
ing how to question themselves and others, they were not 
learning to distinguish facts from fiction, nor in fact were they 
learning how to think for themselves. Their instructors had 
forgotten, while the rest of us sat by and did nothing about it, 
that students do not come to universities to be indoctrinated, 
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at least not in a free society. As Arthur Schlesinger says in 
The Disuniting of America: 

The purpose of history is to promote not group self-esteem, 
but understanding of the world and the past, dispassionate 
analysis, judgment and perspective, respect for divergent 
cultures and traditions, and unflinching protection for those 
unifying ideas of tolerance, democracy, and human rights 
that make free historical inquiry possible. 3 

So it seemed to me that being called a racist was not my 
principal problem, false and unpleasant as the charges were. 
Such attacks could easily be repelled, as long as my colleagues 
were prepared to reconstruct what happened in the past on 
the basis of historical evidence. The trouble was that some of 
my colleagues seemed to doubt that there was such a thing as 
historical evidence, or that even if evidence existed, it did not 
matter much one way or the other, at least in comparison with 
what they judged to be the pressing cultural issues and social 
goals of our own time. When I went to the then dean of the col¬ 
lege to explain that there was no factual evidence behind some 
Afrocentric claims about ancient history, she replied that each 
of us had a different but equally valid view of history. When I 
stated at a faculty meeting that Aristotle could not have stolen 
his philosophy from the library of Alexandria in Egypt, because 
that library had not been built until after his death, another 
colleague responded, “I don’t care who stole what from whom.” 
How could I persuade these colleagues, and many others like 
them, that evidence does matter, that not every interpretation 
of the past is equally probable, and that I was not trying to 
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teach about the history of the ancient world in order to pre¬ 
serve or transmit racist values? 

The present book is an attempt to answer these difficult 
questions, at least so far as the understanding of ancient 
history is concerned. There is an urgent need for a book that 
discusses the nature of the charges against the Greeks and 
provides a complete discussion of the reasons why they are 
without foundation. Hardly a week goes by when an article 
does not appear by an Afrocentrist writer observing that the 
discoveries attributed to the Greeks rightly belong to the an¬ 
cient Egyptians. But while many of us have responded to var¬ 
ious individual assertions about the Greeks, no one so far has 
taken the trouble to respond fully to all of them, and to ex¬ 
plain why it is that these ideas are now being circulated. I can 
understand this reluctance on the part of classicists and 
Egyptologists. To respond to the kinds of allegations that are 
now being made requires us in effect to start from the begin¬ 
ning, to explain the nature of the ancient evidence, and to dis¬ 
cuss what has long been known and established as if it were 
now subject to serious question. In short, we are being put on 
the defensive when in ordinary circumstances there would 
have been nothing to be defensive about. Worst of all, m akin g 
this sort of defense keeps us from going on to discover new 
material and bring our attention to bear on real interpreta¬ 
tive problems. Instead of getting on with our work, we must 
rehearse what has long been known. But nonetheless, the 
case for the defense must still be made. 

Afrocentrist writers have suggested many ways to revise 
the teaching of European history and science. 4 But in this 
book I have chosen to concentrate on the way modem writers 
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have misrepresented the achievement of the ancient Greeks. 
Throughout European history many different groups have 
claimed affinity with the ancient Greeks, because they have 
admired particular aspects of their civilization, whether intel¬ 
lectual, military, or athletic. But Afrocentrists are not content 
with establishing a special relationship to the ancient Greeks. 
Instead, they seek to remove the ancient Greeks from the im¬ 
portant role they have previously played in history, and to as¬ 
sign to the African civilization of Egypt the credit for the 
Greeks’ achievements. 

Any attempt to question the authenticity of ancient Greek 
civilization is of direct concern even to people who ordinarily 
have little interest in the remote past. Since the founding of 
this country, ancient Greece has been intimately connected 
with the ideals of American democracy. 5 Rightly or wrongly, 
since much of the credit belongs to the Romans, we like to 
think that we have carried on some of the Greeks’ proudest 
traditions: democratic government, and freedom of speech, 
learning, and discussion. 6 But it is from the Greeks, and not 
from any other ancient society, that we derive our interest in 
history and our belief that events in the past have relevance 
for the present. 7 

So, in spite of what my colleague said, it does matter to all 
of us whether or not Aristotle stole his philosophy from Egypt, 
even though that event (or rather, nonevent) supposedly took 
place as long ago as the late fourth century B.c. It matters, be¬ 
cause if Aristotle had done such a thing, we should give the 
ancient Egyptians, rather than the ancient Greeks, credit for 
the development of conceptual vocabulary and formal argu¬ 
ments. It matters, because extreme Afrocentrists accuse his- 
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torians of antiquity like myself of being party to a major 
cover-up in behalf of the ancient Greeks. 

Instead, I will try to show that no such cover-up operation 
has ever existed. Afrocentrism is not simply an alternative in¬ 
terpretation of history, offered on the basis of complex data or 
ambiguities in the evidence: there is simply no reason to de¬ 
prive the Greeks of the credit for their own achievements. The 
basic facts are clear enough, at least to dispassionate ob¬ 
servers. In effect, Affocentrists are demanding that ordinary 
historical methodology be discarded in favor of a system of 
their own choosing. This system allows them to ignore 
chronology and facts if they are inconvenient for their pur¬ 
poses. In other words, their historical methodology allows 
them to alter the course of history to meet their own specific 
needs. 

In asserting that important aspects of Greek civilization 
were derived from Egypt, modem Affocentric writers are, 
however, following a long-established pattern. Some two 
thousand years ago Jews in Alexandria insisted that the 
Greeks had been inspired by their own earlier civilization: 
Plato, they said, had studied the works of Moses. The claim, 
at the time that they made it, did not sound as incredible as it 
does today. Their notion of chronology was vague, and their 
knowledge of Greek philosophy limited. But modem Affocen¬ 
tric writers have no such excuse. 

Although it is understandable that Affocentrists, as certain 
Europeans have done before them, should want to take credit 
for the ancient Greek origins of Western civilization, the basic 
outlines of chronology in the Mediterranean are well known, 
and all the texts under discussion are readily available in 
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translation in all university libraries. There is no reason why 
claims of a conspiracy should be credited, if no read evidence 
can be produced to support it. Despite allegations to the con¬ 
trary, virtually all the claims made by Afrocentrists can be 
shown to be without substance. Anyone who is willing to look 
into the matter can see that it is utterly absurd to state (as 
some Afrocentrists have done) that Aristotle’s treatise On the 
Soul was derived from the Egyptian “Book of the Dead.” 8 In 
fact, all that the two texts have in common is that they men¬ 
tion souls. But that is true of a great many other ancient doc¬ 
uments. 

In this book I will show why these and many other claims 
about Greece’s debt to Egypt are false. I will suggest that ar¬ 
guing that Afrocentric writers offer a valid interpretation of 
ancient history is like being comfortable with the notion that 
the earth is flat. But although such new and daring hypothe¬ 
ses about the past can easily win adherents, especially when 
they favor present cultural and political aspirations, everyone 
should be aware that there are real dangers in allowing his¬ 
tory to be rewritten, even for culturally useful purposes. Even 
though it may inspire students with pride and self-confidence, 
writing and teaching such ethnic histories, each with its own 
brand of “ethnic truth,” sanctions the invention of falsehoods. 

What will happen some years from now, when students 
who have studied different versions of the past discover that 
their picture of events is totally incomparable with What their 
classmates have learned about their own ethnic histories? 
Will students of one ethnicity deny the existence of other “eth¬ 
nic truths,” with dire consequences akin to the ethnic conflicts 
in the former Yugoslavia? Perhaps they will be reassured that 
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the differences do not matter because all history is a form of 
rhetoric, and narratives of the past can be constructed virtu¬ 
ally at will. When that time comes, and I hope it never will, 
our students will be no better off than the Jews who claimed 
that Plato was a disciple of Moses: they will have no respect 
for evidence, no concern with chronology, no understanding of 
the differences between languages and cultures. In other 
words, they will have overlooked everything that has been 
learned about history since Herodotus in the fifth century B.c. 
began his famous inquiry into the human past. It is in the 
hope of helping to prevent such retrogression that I have 
written this book. 

Since Afrocentrist assertions do not amount to a systematic 
revision of the history of ancient Greece, but rather focus on 
a small range of particular issues, it is possible to approach 
these issues as a series of interrelated questions. The second 
chapter deals with questions of “race.” Is there any evidence 
that Egyptians invaded Greece during the second millennium 
B.C., evidence that might provide some support for the alle¬ 
gations that there was an African component in Greek civili¬ 
zation? I shall also address two particular questions about 
African ancestry: Was Socrates black? Was Cleopatra black? I 
shall show that there is no evidence for thinking so. I shall 
discuss the ancient perception of ethnicity and race. Here 
once again we can learn from the ancients. To them, culture 
was a far more important factor in human behavior than skin 
color or other “racial” characteristics. 

The third chapter of the book turns to the broader and more 
complicated issue of whether Greek philosophy was stolen or 
in any way dependent upon Egyptian thought. I believe that 
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the notion of an extensive Greek debt to Egypt originated in 
the mythology of eighteenth-century Freemasonry, and that 
for that reason, the Afrocentric claims about an Egyptian 
legacy are based on an honest misunderstanding. I shall show 
that although some ancient writers were told by Egyptian 
priests that the famous Greek philosophers studied in Egypt, 
these stories are more accurately understood as myths of cul¬ 
tural dependency. 

In the fourth chapter I explain why certain Afrocentrist 
writers have come to believe that there was in ancient times an 
“Egyptian Mystery System.” I will argue that in reality this 
“System” was an invention of an eighteenth-century French 
writer, the Abb6 Jean Terrasson. The mysteries he described 
were in character Greco-Roman. In other words, when Afrocen- 
trists accuse the Greeks of stealing from the Egyptians, the 
Egyptian ideas that they are describing are not actually Egypt¬ 
ian, but rather “Egyptian” as imagined by Europeans who had 
no direct or authentic knowledge about Egypt. To say that the 
Greeks stole their philosophy from Egypt is tantamount to say¬ 
ing that they stole their philosophy from themselves. 

The fifth chapter deals with the origins of the myth that 
the Greeks stole their philosophy from Egypt. I suggest that 
the idea of a “Stolen Legacy” was first popularized by Marcus 
Garvey in the 1920s, and I describe how it was developed into 
a full-fledged theory in 1954 by a college teacher in Arkansas, 
George G. M. James. I also examine the evidence James pro¬ 
vides in support of his thesis and show in general and in par- 

S 

ticular that it does not hold up to serious scrutiny. 

In the conclusion I consider what (if anything) can be done 
to contradict the calumnies that are being spread about the 
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ancient Greeks and about all of us who study the ancient 
world. I discuss the issue of responsible teaching and of aca¬ 
demic freedom. I suggest some possible courses of action that 
schools and universities might adopt. 

I believe it is essential for all of us to realize that some action 
needs to be taken. It is not simply a matter of doing justice to 
the ancient Greeks and their modem descendants. Universities 
must encourage free inquiry and debate, and not permit the 
classroom to be used as a means of political indoctrination. 
Even more important than that is our obligation to teach his¬ 
tory, history that can be supported by warranted evidence. 



TWO 


MYTHS OF 
AFRICAN ORIGINS 


W ho were the ancient Greeks? Where did they come 
from? Until recently, no one contested the basic 
answers to these questions. Because the Greeks spoke an 
Indo-European language, they were thought to have migrated 
to Europe from somewhere north of the Indian subcontinent. 
When, and over what periods of time, they did so is a more 
difficult question to answer; but we know that Greeks were 
established on the Greek mainland in the second millennium 
B.c. The Myceneans who had settled there during that time 
wrote in Greek, as the clay tablets they left behind them indi¬ 
cate. In the fifth century B.c. and after, most Greeks regarded 
themselves as indigenous, or to use their word for it, “autochtho¬ 
nous,” from the land ( chthon ) itself (auto-). The only exceptions 
12 
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were some of the great families. In their myths, their 
founders came from Asia, like Cadmus the founder of Thebes, 
or Pelops the founder of the dynasty of Argos. 

What did the ancient Greeks look like? From portraits on 
seal-rings, paintings on vases, and sculptures in clay and 
stone, it is possible to get a good sense of how they saw them¬ 
selves. 1 Written texts describe a variety of hair color, ranging 
from brown to black, and skin color ranging from light to 
dark. Vase paintings, because of the limited colors available 
to the potters, give a more schematic impression. Women are 
usually portrayed with white faces. If the background of the 
vase is black, the men have black faces; if the background is 
the color of the clay from which the vase is made, men have 
reddish-brown faces. They distinguish themselves clearly 
from Egyptians and Ethiopian peoples in their art and litera¬ 
ture. The Africans have flat noses, curly hair, and thick lips; 
their skin color is portrayed with black glaze or, on occasion, 
plain unglazed terra-cotta. 2 They regularly speak of the 
Egyptians’ dark skin, and sometimes of their curly hair. 
Herodotus supposed that the Colchians (a people who lived on 
the eastern coast of the Black Sea) were Egyptian because 
they were dark-skinned ( melanchroes ) and curly-haired 
(< oulotriches ). 3 He identifies a pair of doves as Egyptian in ori¬ 
gin because they are “dark” ( melainai ). 4 

But although the Greeks knew the Egyptians to be what 
we would now call “people of color,” they did not think less or 
more or them (or any other Africans) on that account. 5 To them, 
the salient fact were that these other peoples were foreigners. 
The Greeks were careful to distinguish themselves from all 
foreigners, and referred to them rather indiscriminately as 
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barbaroi, people who spoke unintelligibly. Because of their 
own sense of identity, the Greeks would have dismissed as 
nonsense any suggestion that they were of African descent. 
The inhabitants of Greek colonies that were established dur¬ 
ing the eighth century B.c. on the north coast of Africa, like 
Cyrene in Libya, invariably regarded themselves as Greeks 
(see figure 1). 

Although the identity of the ancient Greeks seems to be well 
known, and supported by many different types of evidence, in 
recent years Afrocentric writers have argued that there were 
from earliest times Egyptian immigrants among the Greeks. 
Afrocentrist writers have claimed that the mythical founders 
of several ancient Greek city-states came from Africa. Afrocen¬ 
trist writers also assume that the ancient inhabitants of the 
northern coast of Africa were black, even though it is known, 
for example, that many came from elsewhere in the Mediter¬ 
ranean. Carthage was settled by Phoenicians, a Semitic peo¬ 
ple; Cyrene was a colony of the Greek island Thera. Claims 
have also been made that some famous Greek historical fig¬ 
ures had African ancestors: the philosopher Socrates of Athens 
(469-399 B.C.); Cleopatra VII (69-30 B.c.), queen of Egypt. In 
this chapter I shall review the arguments for all of these asser¬ 
tions, and explain why none stands up to careful scrutiny. My 
/ 

reason for doing so is not because I find the topic of “race” par¬ 
ticularly interesting or important. 6 In assessing the nature of 
past achievement, it is much more important to know what 
people thought and did than what they looked like. If Socrates’ 
skin had been darker than that of his Athenian neighbors, if 
his ancestors’ origins were African or Phoenician of Indian, he 
would still be a great ancient Greek philosopher. 



FIGURE 1 
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The question of race matters only insofar as it is necessary 
to show that no classicists or ancient historians have tried to 
conceal the truth about the origins of the Greek people or the 
ancestry of certain famous ancient figures. It has been sug¬ 
gested that classicists have been reluctant to ask questions 
about Greek origins, and that we have been so “imbued with 
conventional preconceptions and patterns of thought” that we 
are unlikely to question the basic premises of our discipline. 7 
But even though we may be more reluctant to speculate about 
our own field than those outside it might be, none of us has 
any cultural “territory” in the ancient world that we are try¬ 
ing to insulate from other ancient cultures. If there had been 
in ancient Egypt a university system at which the Greeks 
might have studied, we would be eager to discuss it. In the 
last few years there has been renewed interest in influences 
on Greece from the Near East. Classicists are in fact eager to 
learn about the impact on Greece of other cultures in the east¬ 
ern Mediterranean. Our problem is rather how to prevent the 
study of the past from being misused and misinterpreted as a 
result of modem politics. 


DID EGYPTIANS INVADE GREECE 
IN THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY B.C.? 

In his influential book Civilization or Barbarism, which was 
originally published in French in 1981, the Senegalese hu¬ 
manist and scientist Cheikh Anta Diop undertook to con¬ 
struct a usable past for African people. 8 He regarded Egypt as 
the source of much of what is called Western Civilization. He 
suggested that according to Greek mythology, the Egyptians 
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brought their civilization to Greece during the time of the 
XVIIIth Dynasty in Egypt (1574-1293 B.C.): 

Indeed, the XVIIIth Dynasty was contemporaneous with 
Mycenaean Greece; even Athens was founded by a colony of 
Black Egyptians led by Cecrops, who introduced agriculture 
and metallurgy to continental Greece around the sixteenth 
century B.C., according to Greek tradition itself. 

Erechtheus, who unified Attica, also came from Egypt, ' 
according to Diodorus of Sicily, while the Egyptian Danaus 
founded at Argos the first royal dynasty in Greece. It was at 
the same time that the Phoenician Cadmus, an Egyptian 
subject, founded the city of Thebes in Boeotia and the roy¬ 
alty of that country. 9 

Later in the book Diop reiterates his claim that Cecrops, 
Aegyptus, Danaus, and Erechtheus were all “Egyptian 
Blacks,” and that Cadmus was a “Negroid” who came from 
Canaan. 10 If this account of the origins of these Greek heroes 
is correct, a case could be made for thinking that Greek myths 
preserved through genealogy a sense of the Greeks’ African 
heritage. 

In fact, it easily can be shown that Diop’s research is not so 
thorough as it might appear. Rather than follow the ordinary 
stories about the origins of the Greek heroes, he relies on one 
extraordinary account, and has uncritically repeated an an¬ 
cient assertion of dubious accuracy. Diop’s source for his 
claims that the Greek heroes came from Egypt is Diodorus of 
Sicily, who wrote in the first century B.c. And what were 
Diodorus’s sources? Diop does not say, but Diodorus himself 
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tells us. He is simply reporting what Egyptian priests told 
him when he visited that country during the 180th Olympiad 
(60-56 B.C .). 11 Diodorus does not imply that he believed them. 
The priests also told him that Egypt in early times colonized 
the whole of the Mediterranean world: Babylon, Colchis, and 
even the nation of the Jews. But this account of the origins of 
civilization is, to put it mildly, highly idiosyncratic, and al¬ 
most certainly wrong. The Hebrews certainly did not agree 
with it, and neither did the Greeks. According to all known 
Greek sources, Cecrops was autochthonous, that is, he sprang 
from the soil of Attica. His lower body took the form of a 
snake. 12 Erechtheus, too, was a native of Athens, being de¬ 
scended from the earlier kings of Attica. 13 

Diop’s suggestion that Danaus was Egyptian is slightly less 
farfetched. He was Egyptian, in the sense that he was bom in 
Egypt. But according to the myth, his family was Greek in ori¬ 
gin. His great-grandfather, Epaphus, was bom in Egypt, after 
his mother, Io, the daughter of the river Inachus in Argos, had 
come to the Nile Delta (see figure 2). Io (Danaus’s great-great¬ 
grandmother) had been compelled to leave Greece because the 
Greek god Zeus had fallen in love with her, and in jealousy his 
wife, Hera, turned her into a cow. 14 In that form, Io wandered 
from Greece to Asia Minor, and from there to Egypt. There she 
gave birth to Epaphus, Danaus’s great-grandfather. Danaus 
and his fifty daughters returned to Argos from Egypt, because 
the daughters refused to marry their first cousins. These were 
the sons of Danaus’s brother Aegyptus, whose name in Greek 
is the same as the country “Egypt” (see figure 2). 

Even though Danaus’s family had been in Egypt for several 
generations, when they wanted to escape they went to Argos 
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FIGURE 2 

THE FAMILY TREE OF THE MYTHOLOGICAL 
GREEK HEROES DANAUS AND HERACLES* 
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sons whose names appear in boldface were bom in Egypt. 


in Greece, because they were Greeks. For that reason, they 
found sanctuary there. Once they realized that Danaus’s an¬ 
cestors came from Argos, the Argives welcomed them. They 
were not deterred either by problems of language or appear¬ 
ance. In his drama The Suppliants (ca. 468 B.C.), Aeschylus 
portrays the moment of their arrival in Greece, describing 
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them as a “dark, sun-struck family” (melanthes helioktypon 
genos, 154—156). And in Prometheus Bound Aeschylus de¬ 
scribes the daughters’ great-great-grandfather, Epaphus, as 
“dark” ( kelainos , 851). Here is a clear indication that Atheni¬ 
ans in the fifth century B.C. thought of the Egyptians as 
darker than themselves, and also that they thought of skin 
color as being determined by climate. Their clothing is differ¬ 
ent, too. The king of Argos comments on their “unhellenic 
garb, barbarian tunics and close-woven cloth” (234-236). He 
notices that they are both foreign and more adventurous than 
Greek women: Are they Libyan, or Egyptian, or nomads who 
live near Ethiopia, or are they Amazons who live in Colchis 
near the Black Sea (279-287)? But they assure him that they 
are descended from Io, daughter of the river Inachus in Argos, 
and of Epaphus, Io’s son by Zeus who was bom in Libya. The 
king acknowledges their ancestry and allows them to settle in 
Argos. The next drama in the trilogy, The Egyptians, tells the 
story of how the king is killed defending the daughters of 
Danaus against their cousins, and how Danaus then took his 
place as king. 16 This outcome suggests that to the fifth-cen¬ 
tury Athenians genealogy mattered more than any outward 
sign of ethnicity, and that they thought of the coming to 
Greece of Danaus and his daughters as a return of Greeks to 
Greece from exile, not as an Egyptian invasion. 

Diop ignores the fact that the Greeks regarded Danaus as a 
Greek. In the case of the hero Cadmus, he overlooks the Greek 
tradition that Cadmus came to Thebes in Greece from Phoeni¬ 
cia and accepts instead a hybrid origin. According to Greek be¬ 
lief, Cadmus came from Tyre in Phoenicia (or Canaan) and 
founded the Greek city of Thebes. His daughter Semele was 
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the mother, by the god Zeus, of the god Dionysus. According to 
Diop, Cadmus, although a Phoenician, was an Egyptian sub¬ 
ject, who then founded the city of Thebes in Boeotia and the 
royalty of that country. He also says that Cadmus was “Ne¬ 
groid.” Again, his ancient source is Diodorus of Sicily, but 
Diop does not report what Diodorus tells us. Diodorus says 
nothing about Cadmus’s physical appearance. Like other 
Greeks, he would have assumed that Cadmus looked like 
other Phoenicians, and the Phoenicians were a Semitic peo¬ 
ple. Moreover, Diodorus does not say that Cadmus went from 
Egypt to Greece. Rather, the Egyptian priests told him that 
Cadmus was a citizen of Egyptian Thebes, and that his 
daughter Semele gave birth to the Egyptian god Osiris, whom 
they identified with Dionysus. 16 In other words, the priests 
told Diodorus that Cadmus emigrated from Greece to Egypt, 
and Diop has understood that to mean that Cadmus went in 
exactly the opposite direction, in order to provide documenta¬ 
tion for his idea of an Egyptian invasion. 

I shall say more in the next chapter about why the Egyp¬ 
tians in the first century b.c. wanted to assert the priority of 
their own civilization, and why Diodorus was ready to record 
what they told him. At the time of Diodorus’s visit Egypt had 
been under the domination of Macedonian Greeks for more 
than a century. On their part, the Greeks had from earliest 
times an abiding respect for the antiquity of Egyptian civi¬ 
lization. Because of this respect, they were willing to report, if 
not to believe, that their religion originated in Egypt, and 
that some of their famous philosophers had studied there, 
even though neither they nor the Egyptians could provide ev¬ 
idence to support their ideas. 
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By now it should be clear that Diop has supplied his read¬ 
ers only with selected and to some extent distorted informa¬ 
tion. When he reports what the Egyptian priests told 
Diodorus, he says nothing about the Greeks’ own earlier ac¬ 
counts of their origins. Nor does he advise his readers to re¬ 
member that in any case all of these stories are myths, not 
history. As such, they cannot provide the precise information 
about the timing of events or the movements of peoples that 
we would now like to possess. At best they can give a general 
impression of the cultural ties among Mediterranean peoples; 
for more precise information we must rely on material re¬ 
mains. 

In fact, archaeology does not provide any support for an 
invasion of Greece by Egyptians in the second millennium. 
Such information as we have suggests instead that settlers 
came to Egypt from Greece. A thousand fragments of frescoes 
in the Minoan Greek style have been found in the last several 
years at Avaris in the Nile Delta, dating from the seventeenth 
century, during the period when the Semitic (probably 
Canaanite) people known as the Hyksos ruled Egypt 
(1674-1566 B.C .). 17 In 1991, a fragment of a painted Minoan 
floor, dating from the sixteenth century, was discovered in Tell 
Kabri in Israel. These findings seem to suggest that an “inva¬ 
sion,” whatever form it may have taken, went from Greece to 
Egypt, rather than in the other direction. 18 Perhaps the story 
of Io’s journey to the Nile Delta is a distant reflection of this 
cultural influence from the north, as Egyptologist Donald Red- 
ford has suggested. 19 But the myth need not reflect history at 
all, since the Greeks used myths to account for all kinds of dif¬ 
ferent phenomena. Here it may simply have been a means of 
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explaining why Io resembled the Egyptian goddess Isis, who 
was often represented with cow’s horns on her head. The fifth- 
century historian Herodotus, who had visited Egypt, remarks 
on the resemblance. 20 Whatever the origin of the story of Io’s 
journey, the myths of the origins of Argos and Athens, as the 
Greeks knew them, before they were revised by the Egyptian 
priests in the first century, provide no indications of African 
roots or an Egyptian invasion. 

Did the Greeks wish not to ceill attention to their foreign 
origins, “for reasons of cultural pride?” So argues Martin 
Bernal in volume 1 of Black Athena. Like Diop, he imagines 
that the myths of Danaus and Cecrops reflect actual histori¬ 
cal events: “I am certain that all the legends contain interest¬ 
ing kernels of historical truth.” 21 Like Diop, he argues that 
Egyptian culture and language were brought to Greece by the 
Semitic people known as the Hyksos during the seventeenth 
and sixteenth centuries B.c. He even imagines that the name 
Hyksos is related to the Greek word for suppliant ( hiketis , the 
word from which Aeschylus’s play about the daughters of 
Danaus takes its title). But as we have seen, recent archaeo¬ 
logical discoveries suggest that the Hyksos came from Greece 
to Egypt rather than vice-versa, and the proposed etymology 
of hiketis from Hyksos simply does not work. 22 In fact, it is no 
more likely than Diop’s fanciful attempt to link the Egyptian 
word ba (soul) with the Greek word bia (might, force). 23 If 
anyone could prove to the satisfaction of other scholars that a 
large number of Greek words were derived from Egyptian, he 
or she would be credited with a new and important discovery. 
But vague similarities do not prove any connection between 
words. The sound qualities of vowels and consonants alike 
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change when words are gradually assimilated from one lan¬ 
guage to another, and even loanwords are transformed: for 
example, the Latinized Greek word episeopus became bishop 
in the mouths of Saxon converts in the ninth century A.D. Lin¬ 
guists have long since noted the relatively few words of Egypt¬ 
ian origin that have made their way into Greek. They object to 
Bernal’s etymologies of Hyksos and many other words because 
he ignores other and more likely etymologies in favor of those 
that will best suit the purposes of his argument. 

In volume 2 of Black Athena, Bernal attempts to fortify his 
argument by claiming that the river-god Inachus, Io’s father, 
came from Egypt. But it turns out that this assertion is even 
less substantive than Diop’s notions about the Egyptian ori¬ 
gins of the Greek heroes. Bernal states that “the church father 
Eusebius referred to a tradition that Inachos, like Danaus, 
was a settler from Egypt.” But, like the etymology of hiketis, 
this statement does not stand up to scrutiny. Bernal does not 
provide any reference to the place where Eusebius is supposed 
to have said that Inachus came from Egypt. It is not surpris¬ 
ing that he fails to document the reference, because in fact 
Eusebius never says that Inachus had Egyptian origins. The 
idea that Inachus and his son Phoroneus were settlers from 
Egypt originated not in antiquity, but in the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury A.D. Its source is the historical novel Anacharsis (1788) 
by the Abbe Barthelemy. 24 Barth61emy was writing at a time 
when it was widely believed that many aspects of Greek cul¬ 
ture were derived from Egypt. In an earlier novel, Sethos 
(1731), the Abbe Terrasson had described how Greek educa¬ 
tion and religious ritual (as he imagined it) had originated in 
Egypt. I shall discuss in chapter 4 how the mythology of 
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Freemasonry was based on the practices described in this 
novel and from there made its way into popular culture. 
Bernal is, of course, aware that Anacharsis and S4thos are fic¬ 
tional accounts, although loosely based on Greek and Roman 
sources, and he knows that neither of their learned authors 
had access to independent information about Egypt, because 
none was available to any historian until hieroglyphics were 
deciphered in 1836. But these are the only sources he cites for 
his claim about Inachus coming from Egypt. 

In short, there is virtually no evidence to support modem 
notions of invasions of Greece from Africa, and there is no 
way to set the precise times when these imaginary invasions 
or migrations ought to have occurred. If the myths of Io and 
Danaus have any connection with history, they provide better 
support for the notion of a migration from Greece to Egypt. 
Another Afrocentric claim about Egyptian origins rests on 
even shakier ground than myth. This is the idea that the 
Greek hero Heracles was descended from Egypt on both sides 
of his family. 26 Authors who make this claim identify the 
source of this information as Herodotus, but in fact it is not 
Herodotus but Herodotus in translation. Every English trans¬ 
lation that I know of says that Heracles was descended dis¬ 
tantly “from Egypt.” But the translation is incorrect. Herodotus 
is talking about Aegyptus the man rather than Aigyptos the 
country. Although the same word, Aigyptos, is used to desig¬ 
nate both the man and the country, if Herodotus had meant 
Egypt he would have used a different Greek word for the 
preposition from, and specified that he meant natives of that 
country. 26 Herodotus is simply seeking to remind his readers 
that Heracles’* mother Alcmene and father Amphitryon were 
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both descendants of Perseus, who was a descendant of 
Danaus’s brother Aegyptus (see figure 2). Herodotus is trying 
to explain why Heracles is worshipped in Egypt; by adducing 
this Greek connection with Egypt, he suggests that the cult of 
Heracles, and Heracles’ very name, came to Greece through 
Heracles’ “Egyptian” ancestors. Bernal argues that the name 
derives from “a sacred paranomasia [sic] [pun] or combination 
of three West Semitic roots all' based on the consonants 
Vhrr.” 27 But in fact the etymology of Heracles’ name is, as lin¬ 
guists would say, transparent. It is a compound of two Indo- 
European roots, Hera (the goddess) and kleos (fame), and 
means “whose fame is from/of/for Hera.” 28 

In conclusion, no substantial arguments can be made for an 
African invasion of Greece in prehistoric times. The absence of 
evidence for such an invasion seriously undermines the Afro¬ 
centric argument that there was a significant African element 
in the population in Greece in the second millennium. Without 
such a presence in Greece, it is more difficult to argue that his¬ 
torical Greeks could have had African ancestors. As it is, such 
cl aims must rest on independent evidence. But this evidence 
also will prove to be both weak and circumstantial. 


WAS SOCRATES BLACK? 

I first learned about the notion that Socrates was black sev¬ 
eral years ago, from a student in my second-year Greek 
course on Plato’s Apology, his account of Socrates’ trial and 
conviction. 29 Throughout the entire semester the student had 
regarded me with sullen hostility. A year or so later she apolo- 



Myths of African Origins 27 


gized. She explained that she thought I had been concealing 
the truth about Socrates’ origins. In a course in Afro-Ameri¬ 
can studies she had been told that he was black, and my si¬ 
lence about his African ancestry seemed to her to be a 
confirmation of the Eurocentric arrogance her instructor had 
warned her about. After she had taken my course, the student 
pursued the question on her own, and was satisfied that I had 
been telling her the truth: so far as we know, Socrates was 
ethnically no different from other Athenians. 

What had this student learned in her course in Afro- 
American studies? The notion that Socrates was black is 
based on two different kinds of inference. The first “fine of 
proof” is based on inference from possibility. Why couldn’t an 

Athenian have African ancestors? That of course would have 

) 

been possible; almost anything is possible. But it is another 
question whether or not it was probable. Few prominent 
Athenians claim to have had foreign ancestors of any sort. 
Athenians were particularly fastidious about their own ori¬ 
gins. In Socrates’ day, they did not allow Greeks from other 
city-states to become naturalized Athenian citizens, and they 
were even more careful about the non-Greeks or barbaroi. 
Since Socrates was an Athenian citizen, his parents must 
have been Athenians, as he himself says they were. 30 

Another reason why I thought it unlikely that Socrates (or 
any of his immediate ancestors) was a foreigner is that no 
contemporary calls attention to anything extraordinary in his 
background. If he had been a foreigner, one of his enemies, or 
one of the comic poets, would have been sure to point it out. 
The comic poets never missed an opportunity to make fun of 
the origins of Athenian celebrities. Socrates was no exception; 
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he is lampooned by Aristophanes in his comedy Clouds. 
Aristophanes did not hesitate to say that the playwright Eu¬ 
ripides’ mother was a vegetable-seller, that is a poor woman, 
possibly even a slave or freed-woman, even though Euripides, 
like the other famous poets, came from a propertied Athenian 
family. 31 Other comic poets alleged that Aristophanes himself 
was a foreigner. They accused him in their comedies of being 
a native of the island of Rhodes, and of the island of Aegina, 
where his father owned property. 32 If comic poets enjoyed 
teasing Aristophanes for his alleged connection with other 
Greek city-states, think of what they would have said about 
Socrates if he had been known to have even the remotest con¬ 
nection to a foreign civilization, such as Egypt or Ethiopia! If 
Socrates or his. parents had had dark skin, some of his con¬ 
temporaries would have been likely to mention it, because 
this, And not just his eccentric ideas about the gods, and the 
voice that spoke to him alone, would have distinguished him 
from the rest of the Athenians. Unless, of course, he could not 
be distinguished from other Athenians because they all had 
dark skin; but then if they did, why did they not more closely 
resemble the Ethiopians in their art? 

Those are the arguments I put forward in my article about 
Bernal and the Afrocentrists in the New Republic. But since, 
admittedly, they are only arguments from probability, some 
readers found my discussion unpersuasive. One reader sug¬ 
gested that Socrates’ ancestors might have come to Athens be¬ 
fore the law was passed in 451-450 B.c. that limited Athenian 
citizenship to persons who had two native Athenian par¬ 
ents. 33 If so, they would have had to come before 470, when 
Socrates was bom. But since we have no information that any 
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of Socrates’ ancestors came from anywhere other than 
Athens, why should we assume that they came from some¬ 
where else? And if they came from a foreign place, why as¬ 
sume that they came from Egypt or Nubia rather than from 
Phoenicia, Palestine, or Scythia? In fact, the need to establish 
that Socrates’ ancestors came from Africa is strictly a twenti¬ 
eth-century phenomenon, specific to this country and to our 
own notions of race. 

Another line of argument in favor of Socrates’ African an¬ 
cestry has been offered by Martin Bernal: Socrates was said 
by eyewitnesses, his pupils Plato and Xenophon, to have re¬ 
sembled a silenus—an imaginary creature like a bearded 
man with a horse’s tail and ears. In portrait sculptures dating 
after his lifetime, Socrates is shown with a snub nose, broad 
nostrils, and a wide mouth, features that may also be found in 
portrayals of Ethiopian types on vase paintings. Athenians 
appear to have identified these facial characteristics with 
Ethiopians, because on a vase from the fourth century B.c. the 
faces of an Ethiopian and a white satyr (a creature with a 
man’s body, except for pointed ears, and a goat’s legs and a 
horse’s tail) are made from the same mold. 34 

This argument is ingenious, but like the argument about 
Socrates’ possible ancestors, it is an argument from inference 
that does not stand up to scrutiny. First of all, nothing certain 
can be deduced about Socrates’ actual physical appearance 
from how it is portrayed in sculpture. None of the portraits is 
drawn from life; rather they were inspired by jokes in his 
pupils’ writings about his being flat-nosed and bald. In 
Xenophon’s Symposium Socrates describes himself as “snub¬ 
nosed” ( simotes , 5.6). In Plato’s Symposium Socrates’ pupil 
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Alcibiades compares him to a silenus and to a satyr (215b). 
None of these traits proves anything about his ethnic origins. 
In order to show that a joke about his looking like a silenus or 
satyr meant that Socrates had African origins, it would be 
necessary to establish that snub noses, broad nostrils, and 
wide mouths in Athenian vase painting were exclusive char¬ 
acteristics of African types. But, in fact, they are by no means 
exclusive. Greeks thought that the Scythians were snub¬ 
nosed, and they lived in what is now south Russia—about as 
far from Africa as anyone at the time could have been imag¬ 
ined to live. 35 In vase paintings, by far the largest number of 
faces with these features belong to silenoi and satyrs. These 
creatures are usually depicted with the same skin color as 
other Greek males on the vases; they were in fact believed to 
be natives of the Greek countryside. Saying that Socrates 
looks like a silenus means that Socrates looks like a silenus, 
not like an African. If we were to use his resemblance to a 
silenus as an indication of his origins, it would clearly be 
equally logical to infer that he was descended from bearded 
men with horse’s ears and tails. 


WERE THE NATIVES OF ANCIENT 
NORTH AFRICA BLACK? 

Joel A. Rogers, in World’s Great Men of Color (1946) includes on 
his list of ancient “Black personalities” Aesop, Hannibal, 
and the Roman playwright Terence. Rogers appears to think 
that anyone who was bom on the continent of Africa was 
black, and uses the term black to describe anyone who has 
African blood, or who can by virtue of location be presumed to 
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possess it. But Aesop and Hannibal do not belong on the list. 
Aesop probably never existed. The ancient accounts of his “life” 
say that he was dark ( melas , or in Latin, niger) and flat-nosed, 
but they also state explicitly he came not from Africa but from 
Phrygia in Asia Minor. 36 Only one late source suggests that Ae¬ 
sop was of African origin; this is Maximus Planudes, a scholar 
of the late thirteenth century A.D. Relying on the description in 
the earlier lives, Planudes imagines that Aesop also had promi¬ 
nent lips and that Aesop meant dark in Ethiopian. 37 Hannibal 
was an aristocratic Carthaginian, whose ancestors came from 
Phoenicia (or Canaan), as the baal in his name suggests, and 
the Phoenicians were a Semitic people. 

Abetter case can be made for the Roman poet Terence. The 
ancient biographer Suetonius says that Terence had a dark 
complexion (fusco colore). 36 So it is certainly possible that Ter¬ 
ence was black, because the same term (fuscus ) is used in a 
first-century poem to describe the skin color of a woman who 
is unambiguously of “African descent.” 39 But we cannot be ab¬ 
solutely certain, since Terence, like Hannibal, came from 
Carthage, 40 and the Carthaginians were of Phoenician origin. 
The term fuscus, or “dark,” can also be used to describe the 
skin color of Mediterranean people. 41 The Greeks and Ro¬ 
mans were less precise in their use of color terms than we 
would wish, because skin color to them was no more impor¬ 
tant than: the color of a person’s eyes or hair. 42 

Unfortunately, nothing about Terence’s ethnicity can be de¬ 
termined from his name, Publius Terentius Afer or “Terence 
the African.” What the Romans called “Africa” was only the 
north coast of that continent. The native population of the 
North were the ancestors of the modem Berbers; they are 
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shown in Egyptian art with light hair and facial coloring. 
Their land was colonized by Phoenicians, Greeks, and finally 
by Romans. For that reason it is unlikely that most natives of 
what was called “Africa” in antiquity, that is North Africa, 
were “black” in the modem sense of the word. Afrocentrist 
writers tend to overlook this distinction, la African Origins of 
the Major “Western Religions” (1970), Yosef A. A. ben-Jochan- 
nan certainly does: 

Indigenous Africans, in this work, specifically refers to the 
ancestors of and present Africans who are today called “Ne¬ 
groes, Bantus, Hottentots, Pygmies, Bushmen,” etc.; even 
“Niggers” by some. 43 

So defined, his list of “indigenous Africans” includes St. Augus¬ 
tine (354-430 A.D.) and his mother, Monnica; Saints Cyprian, 
Perpetua, and Felicity; and Tertullian of Carthage. He also 
includes a certain Namphamo, whom he calls “the first of the 
Christian martyrs.” 

Ben-Jochannan does not point out that the only reason to 
think that these Africans were black comes from the pre¬ 
sumption that the ancient term “Africa” applied to all the rest 
of the continent. Such information as we have about them sug¬ 
gests instead that they were actually Carthaginian or Roman, 
rather than African in the modem sense of the word. During 
the early centuries A.D., when these Christian martyrs lived, 
the population of Carthage included native Berbers and Ro¬ 
mans. The Romans were the descendants of the settlers who, 
in the first century b.c., had been sent to rebuild the city. 
Carthage had been destroyed by the Romans in 146 B.c., but 
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many people of Phoenician ancestry remained in the area. As 
a result, the ethnic mix of people in ancient Tunisia was var¬ 
ied, and in the absence of other evidence, no assumptions can 
be made about anyone’s background. 

Such information as we have suggests that the martyrs on 
ben-Jochannan’s list were not what people today would call 
Africans. Virtually nothing is known about Namphamo of Nu- 
midia (the general region of St. Augustine’s hometown of 
Hippo). Clearly, ben-Jochannan appears not to have checked 
the original sources, which are not cited. 44 If he had, he mi gh t 
have discovered that Namphamo was neither black nor the 
first African martyr. His name is Punic, as ben-Jochannan in 
fact notes: it means “man of good feet, i.e., bringer of good for¬ 
tune.” 45 Since he is mentioned along with three other persons 
with Punic names, he was probably a Carthaginian, in other 
words, a Semite. Furthermore, Namphamo was not a “first 
martyr” (protomartyr), but is called (somewhat sarcastically) 
an “important martyr” ( archimartyr ). 46 Perhaps he and his 
comrades were members of a heretical local sect that was sup¬ 
pressed by the Church. 47 

Such cults of martyrs were clearly important to the North 
African Christians in the first centuries A.D . 48 Saint Perpetua 
of Carthage, who was martyred in 203, appears to have come 
from a well-to-do family of Roman settlers in Carthage. 49 Fe¬ 
licity was a slave, but this tells us nothing about her ethnic 
origins; in the ancient world, anyone could become a slave. 
Since nothing is said about her being a foreigner, the pre¬ 
sumption is that her background was unremarkable, that is, 
Roman or Carthaginian. The same presumption can be made 
about Tertullian of Carthage (ca. 160-240), who was the son of 
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a Roman centurion and a Roman citizen. Cyprian of 
Carthage, who was martyred in 258, was a Roman citizen, 
and lived on his family estate. 50 St. Augustine was bom in the 
North African town of Thagaste, now Souk Ahras in Algeria. 
His father appears to have been a property owner of Roman 
(that is, Italian) descent, but his mother may well have been a 
Berber, as her name Monnica (from the native god Mon) sug¬ 
gests. 61 The name of his son Adeodatus “by god given” is the 
Latin equivalent of the Punic (that is, Phoenician) name 
Iatanbaal, which was popular among Carthaginian Chris¬ 
tians. 52 It is clear from his own writing that even though he 
thinks of himself as an “African” and writes in the distinctive 
style of a native of North Africa, he does not think of himself 
as a black or Ethiopian. 63 


WAS CLEOPATRA BLACK? 

Until recently, no one ever asked whether Cleopatra might 
have had an African ancestor, because our surviving ancient 
sources identify her as a Macedonian Greek. Her ancestors, 
the Ptolemies, were descended from one of Alexander’s gener¬ 
als. After Alexander’s death in 323 B.C., these generals di¬ 
vided among themselves the territory in the Mediterranean 
that Alexander had conquered. The name Cleopatra was one 
of the names traditionally given to women in the royal family; 
officially, our Cleopatra (69-30 B.c.) was Cleopatra VII, the 
daughter of Ptolemy XH and his sister. 64 Cleopatra VII herself 
followed the family practice of marrying within the family. She 
married her two brothers (Ptolemy XIII and XIV) in succes¬ 
sion (after the first died in suspicious circumstances, she had 
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the second murdered). Her first language was Greek, but she 
was the first member of the Ptolemaic line who was able to 
speak Egyptian. 56 She also wore Egyptian dress, and the art 
of the time shows her wearing the dress of the goddess Isis. 
She chose to portray herself as an Egyptian not because she 
was Egyptian, but because she was ambitious to stay in 
power. In her surviving portraits on coins and in sculpture 
she appears to be impressive rather than beautiful, Mediter¬ 
ranean in appearance, with straight hair and a hooked 
nose. 56 Of course, these portraits on metal and stone give no 
indication of the color of her skin. 

The only possibility that she might not have been a full- 
blooded Macedonian Greek arises from the fact that we do not 
know the precise identity of one member of her family tree: 
her grandmother on her father’s side. Her grandmother was 
the mistress (not the wife) of her grandfather, Ptolemy IX. Be¬ 
cause nothing is known about this person, the assumption 
has always been that she was a Macedonian Greek, like the 
other members of Ptolemy’s court. Like other Greeks, the 
Ptolemies were wary of foreigners. They kept themselves 
apart from the native population, with brothers usually mar¬ 
rying sisters, or uncles marrying nieces, or in one case a father 
marrying his daughter (Ptolemy IX and Cleopatra Berenice 
III). 57 Because the Ptolemies seemed to prefer to marry among 
themselves, even incestuously, it has always been assumed 
that Cleopatra’s grandmother was closely connected with the 
family. If she had been a foreigner, one of the Roman writers 
of the time would have mentioned it in an invective against 
Cleopatra as an enemy of the Roman state. These writers 
were supporters of Octavian (later known as Augustus), who 
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defeated Cleopatra’s forces in the battle of Actium in 31 B.c. 
(see figure 3). 

Those are the known facts, but the question “was Cleopatra 
black?” has little to do with historical reality. If it did, the his¬ 
torians who thought that Cleopatra had an African ancestor 
would want to find out more about Cleopatra’s father, 
Ptolemy XII, before they begem to consider the question of 
Cleopatra. Ptolemy XII would have been more likely than 
Cleopatra to have learned Egyptian language and customs, if 
his mother had been an Egyptian. But the historians who 
claim that Cleopatra was black concentrate on Cleopatra, be¬ 
cause she, and not her father or grandfather, is a legendary 
figure. Everybody knows her name, even if they know little or 
nothing else about ancient history. 

Unfortunately, most of the writers who have raised and 
discussed the question about Cleopatra’s ethnicity are not an¬ 
cient historians. The first American writer to suggest that 
Cleopatra had a black ancestor was J. A. Rogers, in World’s 
Great Men of Color. Rogers has several reasons for including 
Cleopatra along with Hannibal and Terence in his list of fa¬ 
mous “black” Africans. One, of course, is the question about 
the identity of her grandmother. Here Rogers offers a garbled 
account: “Cleopatra’s father, Ptolemy XIII, was the illegiti¬ 
mate offspring of Ptolemy XI” (actually her father was 
Ptolemy XII and her grandfather was Ptolemy IX); “her fa¬ 
ther, Ptolemy XIII, shows pronounced Negro traits.” 68 In fact, 
Ptolemy XIII was Cleopatra’s brother (and husband). Rogers 
appears to assume that if Cleopatra’s father was illegitimate 
his mother must have been an African slave. But that is an 
assumption that is based on the recent past, not on the prac- 



Myths of African Origins 37 


FIGURE 3 

CLEOPATRA’S FAMILY TREE 

Ptolemy IX Philometor = Cleopatra IV (142-80) 

! 

/ = Cleopatra Berenice 
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/ 

x concubine 

Ptolemy XI Alexander (105-80) 
Cleopatra V = Ptolemy XII Auletes (111—108?—51) 


Berenice 


Arsinoe 


CLEOPATRA VII = Ptolemy XIII 
(69-30) (61-47) 


Ptolemy XIV 
(59-44) 


All dates are b.c. 


tices of the Greco-Roman world. In the ancient world slavery 
was not based solely on skin type. Since most ancient slaves 
were war captives, they came from many ethnic backgrounds; 
Romans enslaved Greeks, and Greeks enslaved each other. 
But we do not even know that Cleopatra’s grandmother was a 
slave. All we know about her is that she was not married to 
Cleopatra’s grandfather. Rogers infers that she was black on 
the analogy of the practices of the slaveholding plantation 
owners in the nineteenth century. In support of his claims 
about Cleopatra’s ancestry and the “Negroid” appearance of 
Ptolemy XIII, Rogers refers to the articles on Ptolemy XII, 
Ptolemy XIII, and Cleopatra in the Encyclopaedia Britannica, 
but nothing in these articles supports his statements. 69 
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In support of his contention about Cleopatra’s African an¬ 
cestress, Rogers asserts that before the start of the slave 
trade even European writers thought of Cleopatra as a black 
woman: “until the rise of the doctrine of white superiority 
Cleopatra was generally pictured as colored.” The “evidence” 
for this striking claim comes from Shakespeare. According to 
Rogers, “in the opening lines of his Antony and Cleopatra 
Shakespeare calls her ‘tawny.’” This term, Rogers claims, was 
used in the seventeenth century to describe mulattoes; hence, 
he concludes, Shakespeare thought of Cleopatra as a mulatto. 
Rogers also cites a passage, where (as he puts it) Cleopatra 
speaks of herself as “‘black,’ made so by the sun.” 60 

Here Rogers is on slightly firmer ground than in his account 
of Cleopatra’s family tree; Shakespeare in fact does use the 
words tawny and black to describe Cleopatra. But in context 
neither adjective means what Rogers wants them to mean. 
The opening lines are in fact intended as a caricature of 
Cleopatra, not as an actual description of her appearance. The 
speaker, Antony’s friend Philo, is describing how Antony has 
degenerated because of his love for Cleopatra, whom he com¬ 
pares to a gypsy woman: Antony’s eyes that once “glow’d like 
plated Mars, now bend, now turn / The office and devotion of 
their view / Upon a tawny front,” that is, a dark face; Antony’s 
“captain’s heart... is become the bellows and the fan / To cool 
a gipsy’s lust” (I.i.2-9). Later in the play, when Antony realizes 
he has lost the war, he makes a similar attack on his lover: “O 
this false soul of Egypt!... like a right gipsy, hath at fast and 
loose / Beguil’d me to the very heart of loss” (IV.xii.25-29). Nei¬ 
ther Philo nor Antony says that Cleopatra actually was a 
gipsy, which is to say an Egyptian, because that is what the 
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word implied in Shakespeare’s day. Shakespeare knew that 
she was a Ptolemy, as is clear from the words he gives to 
Charmian in the closing lines of the play: “it is well done, and 
fitting for a princess / Descended of so many royal kings” 
(V.ii.326-27). His source for the drama was a translation of an 
ancient Greek source, Plutarch’s Life of Antony. 

Nor does Shakespeare’s reference to her as “black” indicate 
that he thought she had African ancestors. In his discussion 
of this passage Rogers seems to have missed the point of a 
clever joke: Cleopatra implies that while Antony is away she 
has taken the Sim God as a lover. She suggests that the god, 
whom she identifies with Phoebus Apollo, has bruised her 
with his pinches: “Think on me / that am with Phoebus’ 
amorous pinches black / And wrinkled deep in time” because 
of Antony’s long absence (I.v.27-29). In his eagerness to find 
references to Cleopatra’s skin color, Rogers has misinter¬ 
preted Shakespeare’s meaning. 61 She says only that her skin 
is bruised; if Shakespeare had meant to indicate that her skin 
color was black, he would have been more likely to have had 
her refer to herself as an “Ethiope.” 62 

But evidently Rogers was not concerned with discovering 
what Shakespeare actually meant. He was interested in find¬ 
ing references and citations to “prove” his points; all his asser¬ 
tions are backed up by some sort of partied evidence. Selective 
use of evidence is a characteristic of propagandistic history; so 
is blinkered vision, the tendency simply to ignore or omit evi¬ 
dence that might contradict what the propagandist is trying to 
prove. Surviving portraits of Cleopatra do not suggest that she 
was a person of African descent. Rogers, however, says that 
there is no authentic portrait of Cleopatra in existence (there 
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are in fact several). Instead he provides evidence from the 
modem popular writer Robert Ripley, author of Believe It or 
Not: “Robert Ripley, who says he has proof of all his facts, 
calls Cleopatra ‘fat and black.’” 63 What sources did Ripley 
rely on? Rogers does not say. 

I have gone into some detail about Rogers’s Great Men of 
Color because despite its inaccuracies and insupportable 
claims, it was reprinted by Collier Books in 1972, and is still 
available, now in its nineteenth printing. Not only has this 
book been widely read; it is cited as the authority for discus¬ 
sions of Cleopatra by other Afrocentric writers. John Henrik 
Clarke, who was Professor and Chair of African History at 
Hunter College in New York, has a section about Cleopatra in 
his chapter on “African Warrior Queens” in Black Women in 
Antiquity. This book was originally an issue of the Journal of 
African Civilizations, but it was expanded in 1987 and 
reprinted in 1992. 64 Clarke’s principal source is Rogers’s 
World’s Great Men of Color. He refers to no standard works on 
ancient history, but rather summarizes Rogers’s discussion of 
the significance of Shakespeare’s reference to her “tawny” 
skin—as if Shakespeare were an authority on Ptolemaic 
Egypt. He also cites the passage from Ripley’s Believe It or 
Not. But he adds new supporting information of his own, such 
as a modem portrait by Earl Sweeney, showing Cleopatra 
with black skin and distinctively African features. He also 
states that “in the Book of Acts Cleopatra describes herself as 
‘black.’” 66 Clarke does not cite chapter and verse in the Book 
of Acts. This is not surprising, since Cleopatra is not men- 
. tioned in that work. It would indeed be miraculous if she had 
described herself there, because she died in 30 B.C., and the 
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Acts of the Apostles were written more than sixty years later, 
after the death of Jesus. 

Clarke appears to be indifferent to problems of chronology 
and does not seem to have checked the ancient sources or 
standard works of reference. So it is no wonder that his ac¬ 
count of Cleopatra’s family is confused. He manages to iden¬ 
tify her father correctly as Ptolemy XII. But then he states 
that Ptolemy XII was the son of Ptolemy XI (he was the son of 
Ptolemy IX). Ptolemy XI was in fact Ptolemy XII’s first cousin. 
Like Rogers, Clarke insists on the importance of Ptolemy 
XII’s illegitimacy, as if that proved anything about his ethnic¬ 
ity: “the legitimate line ended with Ptolemy XII. Those who 
say that Cleopatra was ‘pure’ Greek forget this fact.” 66 

Clarke’s account not only provides more misinformation 
than Rogers’s; it is also further removed from the ancient 
sources. Rogers at least offered a detailed description of 
Cleopatra’s character and actions, which he appears to have 
drawn directly or indirectly from ancient sources like Plu¬ 
tarch’s Life of Antony. But Clarke offers only a brief account of 
Cleopatra’s reliance on Caesar and Antony to keep Egypt from 
becoming a colony of Rome. For him, she is both an African 
and a victim of European oppression: “She was a shrewd 
politician and an Egyptian nationalist. She committed suicide 
when she lost control of Egypt.” 67 This Cleopatra would not be 
out of place in a work of historical fiction that sought to pro¬ 
vide an allegory of the social ills of the late twentieth century. 
But here she appears in a work that sets out to provide an ac¬ 
count of “the historical status of African women and their 
contribution to the development of African societies.” 68 She is 
the Cleopatra that schoolchildren are learning about, if they 
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are being instructed by teachers who use the most wide¬ 
spread Afrocentric teaching resource, the African American 
Baseline Essays, developed for the school system in Portland, 
Oregon. From this text children are learning that “Cleopatra 
VII ... was of mixed African and Greek parentage. . . . She 
was not fully a Greek.” 69 

Some of my colleagues have argued that teaching that 
Cleopatra is black can do no harm, particularly if it helps 
to instill pride in students who have been mistreated by the 
majority society. It is, after all, only a “myth.” The trouble is 
that a student'who believes that such a myth is historically 
accurate will be reluctant to discuss or even unable to under¬ 
stand evidence to the contrary. In 1989 a Wellesley student 
wrote a letter to the college newspaper to complain that by 
showing the film Cleopatra, starring Elizabeth Taylor, my de¬ 
partment had perpetuated a he of “white supremacy.” She re¬ 
peated Rogers’s basic arguments, and then added: 

By the time Cleopatra was bom she was almost, if not all, 
Egyptian.... The theology [sic] behind the white Cleopatra 
is a clear reflection of the racial stereotypes that persist in 
this country. They believe that Africans and African Ameri¬ 
cans have made no significant contributions to history and 
that no prominent civilizations could be anything less than 
white. 70 

One of my classicist colleagues tried to discuss Cleopatra’s ge¬ 
nealogy with her, but she refused to believe what she was 
told because none of the surviving portraits of Cleopatra are 
in mediums that give an indication of her skin color. Appar- 
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ently she still believes what she had learned about Cleopatra’s 
African ancestry, because in May 1993 she wrote her instruc¬ 
tor to complain about the “narrow minded ‘scholars’” at 
Wellesley: 

I should have realized that once Wellesley professors openly 
supported the notion that Cleopatra was not a woman of 
color, that “education” is not always a measure of one’s in¬ 
telligence. It is shameful that those who appear to be so ad¬ 
vanced, are actually far behind. 71 

Clearly she regards the notion of a black Cleopatra as an arti¬ 
cle of faith. 

The myth seems to have an irresistible appeal. Dr. Shelley 
Haley, a professor of classics at Hamilton College, has written 
a vivid account of how she, a black woman, has come to be¬ 
lieve in Cleopatra’s African ancestry. When her grandmother 
insisted that Cleopatra was black, Haley replied that her own 
studies in the Classics had shown her that Cleopatra was 
Greek. 72 Some years later, Haley found herself teaching a 
class at Howard University that made the same assertions 
about Cleopatra that her grandmother had made. Some of her 
students insisted that she had “bought a lie.” It was then that 
Haley said she “saw—for the first time—question marks 
where Cleopatra’s grandmother ought to be.” None of her in¬ 
structors had pointed out that the identity of Cleopatra’s 
grandmother was unknown. “I was shaken,” she writes; 
“what did those question marks mean?” 73 

The traditional way to go about answering Haley’s question 
would have been to ask how likely it was that the mistress of 
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Ptolemy IX could have been an Egyptian or Nubian, rather 
than a Greek. In favor of her being a Greek is (as I have 
pointed out) the fact that the Ptolemies tended whenever possi¬ 
ble to marry each other (that is, other Greeks), and with one 
exception, took Greek mistresses. The one exception was Didy- 
me, a woman who in the third century B.c. was one of the many 
mistresses of Ptolemy II Philadelphus (308-246 B.c.). Our in¬ 
formation about Didyme comes from a memoir by this 
Ptolemy’s son, Ptolemy III Euergetes (284-222 b.c.). A passage 
from this memoir is quoted by a later ancient writer, but the 
text of the memoir itself is lost. According to Ptolemy III, 
Didyme was “one of the native women.” 74 Didyme, which in 
Greek means “Twin,” along with its Egyptian equivalent Hatre, 
was a common name in Egypt, where there seems to have been 
a high proportion of twins. 76 If this Didyme is the same Didyme 
as a beautiful woman described in a contemporary poem by the 
Greek writer Asclepiades, she had the dark Coloring of a Nu¬ 
bian. 76 I say “if,” because Didyme was a common name. Of this 
Didyme the poet says, “When I gaze at her beauty I melt like 
wax before a fire; if she is dark [melaina], what of it? So are 
coals.” The Greek word melaina, which I have translated as 
“dark” (our term melanin is of course derived from it), can sim¬ 
ply describe the dark coloring of some Mediterranean faces. Ae¬ 
sop the Phrygian was “dark,” 77 and Sappho was described by 
one of her biographers as “dusky” (phaiodes ). 78 But in the case 
of the “dark” Didyme described in the poem, “so are coals” sug¬ 
gests that she was black—Nubians lived in Egypt from the ear¬ 
liest times, and many adopted Egyptian customs and names. 79 

So Didyme, a mistress of Ptolemy II Philadelphus, was 
probably an African, and possibly even a Nubian. But it is 
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important to remember that her son (if she ever had one) did 
not become king. It is also important to note that we know 
that Didyme was “one of the native women, of extraordinary 
beauty.” The fact that she is so identified suggests that it was 
unusual for a Ptolemy to have a non-Greek mistress. No an¬ 
cient writer has anything to say about the ethnicity or appear¬ 
ance of Ptolemy II’s other mistresses: Bilistiche, Agathocleia, 
Stratonice, and Myrto—presumably because they were Greek. 

Because the normal practice of ancient writers was to make as 
much as possible out of any anomaly or scandal, such as a love 
affair with or marriage to a foreigner, we can also presume that 
Cleopatra’s grandmother and mother were Greek, because no 
ancient writer comments on them. Although the ancients were in 
general without color prejudice, they were sensitive to differ¬ 
ences in appearance, background, and in language. They called 
foreigners barbaroi because what they said did not make sense— 
at least to Greek ears. So it is more likely that Cleopatra’s grand¬ 
mother was a Greek, and not a slave, because that would be the 
most unremarkable possible identity. Admittedly that is an argu¬ 
ment from silence, but that is the only kind of argument we can 
make without specific factual information. Whoever her grand¬ 
mother and mother were, Cleopatra regarded herself as a Greek. 
And what are the arguments in favor of the possibility that she 
was Egyptian? Only that she could have been an Egyptian, since 
the Ptolemies were based in Egypt. But she also could have been 
another type of foreigner, a Jew or a Persian, since Alexandria 
was at the time an unusually cosmopolitan place. 

But Haley’s answer to this question, if I understand it 
rightly, was to suppose that because no standard ancient his¬ 
tory book had commented on the possible significance of the 
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unknown grandmother, the white and mostly male authors of 
these books had concealed Cleopatra’s true identity as a black 
woman : “I began to see and still am arriving at seeing that 
Cleopatra is the crystallization of the tension between my 
yearning to fit in among classicists and my identity poli¬ 
tics.” 80 This statement is remarkable because it suggests that 
the question of evidence one way or another can be decided by 
means of “identity politics.” The purpose of “identity politics,” 
or IDPOL, as Daphne Patai and Noretta Koertge characterize 
it, is to serve a political cause, or in this case two political 
causes. 81 Once IDPOL becomes a determining factor in his¬ 
tory, present goals can be used to define what happened in the 
past, and Cleopatra’s identity as a woman of African descent 
can be established with something like certainty: 

When we say, in general, that the ancient Egyptians were 
Black, and, more specifically, that Cleopatra was Black, we 
claim them as part of a culture and history that has known 
oppression and triumph, exploitation and survival. . . . 
Even as a “Greco-Egyptian,” Cleopatra was a product of 
miscegenation. How is it she is not Black? 82 

But this assessment of Cleopatra’s symbolic value is also 
inaccurate. In fact, Cleopatra’s reign does not provide a good 
example of oppression and triumph, exploitation and sur¬ 
vival. She did not triumph. She managed to stay in power un¬ 
til her forces were defeated at Actium, and she died because 
she did not wish to be led through the streets of Rome in the 
celebration of Octavian’s triumph over Egypt. 

In her treatment of Cleopatra, Haley tends to avoid direct 
discussion of the evidence. Instead, she characterizes the tra- 



Myths of African Origins 47 


ditional notion of Cleopatra’s identity as “a construction of clas¬ 
sical scholars and the Greek and Roman authors they con¬ 
sulted.” She presumes that because these writers were 
European, “they were willing—eager—to erase the Black ances¬ 
tor and claim the beautiful Cleopatra for Europe.” 83 But that 
claim seems unfair, for several reasons. Ancient writers would 
not have hesitated to record that Cleopatra had an African an¬ 
cestor, if she had had one. Ptolemy III Euergetes called atten¬ 
tion in his memoirs to Didyme’s African background; there is no 
attempt on his part to conceal her identity. Also, the notion of a 
beautiful Cleopatra is not a construction of ancient historians, 
but of writers like Shakespeare. Plutarch (our principal ancient 
source) explicitly says that Cleopatra was not beautiful, nor is 
she shown with idealized features on ancient portrait coins. 

The principal reason why classical scholars do not talk about 
Cleopatra’s black ancestors is that no one knows that Cleopa¬ 
tra’s grandmother was an Egyptian, or whether she was black, 
because no one knows anything about Cleopatra’s grandmother. 
Haley avoids direct discussion of this key issue, adding in a 
footnote that “the Greeks took Egyptian and Ethiopian women 
as mistresses. ... I think it is safe to say that Cleopatra had 
Black ancestors.” 84 She offers two references in support of this 
claim. 85 But she does not point out that both of these refer¬ 
ences describe the same single instance of a Greek and Egypt¬ 
ian alliance: Didyme, the one non-Greek mistress among the 
“very many” mistresses of Ptolemy Philadelphus. Thus, statis¬ 
tically, since it is based on a sample of one, Haley’s assertion 
can hardly be considered “safe.” Now, it is not at all remarkable 
that Haley (or anyone) should come up with hypotheses about 
the past on the basis of insufficient evidence. But Haley’s 
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discussion appeared in a volume edited by classical scholars 
and published by a respected publisher, Routledge. Why didn’t 
an expert reader or the volume’s editors themselves ask her to 
state her claims about Cleopatra’s “blackness” somewhat more 
tentatively? 

Perhaps Haley’s views were not subject to any searching cri¬ 
tique because the editors of the book her essay appears in are 
themselves critical of traditional methodology and ideology. 86 
The articles appear to have been included on the basis of the 
rightness of their ideology and motives, and these ends have 
been allowed to justify the authors’ means. Nowadays such 
practices are not at all unusual. Instructors in universities now 
place less emphasis on the acquisition of factual information 
than they did a generation ago. They are suspicious of the value 
of facts, or to put it another way, they think that facts are mean¬ 
ingless because they can be manipulated and reinterpreted. If it 
is true (and I think it almost always is) that no historical work 
can be written without bias of some sort, it follows that no histo¬ 
rian can be trusted to give an entirely accurate picture of what 
the writer is seeking to describe. Of course historians (and their 
readers) have always been aware that they can and do write 
with an evident bias—the Roman historian Tacitus tells us at 
the beginning of his Annals that he proposes to write the history 
of the emperors from Augustus to Nero sine ira et studio, “with¬ 
out anger or intensity,” but his narrative shows that he did not 
mean what he said. But recently, many historians have been 
concentrating on another type of bias, this time unconscious: 
the blinkers put on everyone’s vision by the values of their par¬ 
ticular societies. These scholars insist that history is always com¬ 
posed in conformity or response to the values of the society in 
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which it is produced, and for that reason can be regarded as a 
cultural projection of the values of that society, whether indi¬ 
vidual writers are aware of it or not. 

Such beliefs, if carried to their logical extreme, make it pos¬ 
sible to say that all history is by definition fiction. If history is 
fiction, it is natural to deny or to minimize the importance of 
all historical data (since it can be manipulated). Instead, 
these writers concentrate on cultural motives. Historians, in 
their view, write what they are. The debate has moved away 
from facts or evidence, to perceived motivations, and the qual¬ 
ity of a discussion now depends on whether the participants 
in the discussion have good or beneficial motivations, as 
judged by themselves: if they believe that a person’s motiva¬ 
tions are good, then what they say will be right. 

Concentrating on cultural motivations (however inaccurately 
defined or however irrelevant they may be to the past) allows 
us to form judgments without the careful amassing of details 
that characterizes traditional research, and without even learn¬ 
ing foreign languages. It is also possible to ignore, or at least 
not to emphasize, questions of chronology. How reasonable is it 
to require the ancients to have shared our definitions of race or 
our concern with oppression of women and ethnic minorities? 

The inevitable result of cultural history-writing, unless it 
is done with the greatest of caution, is a portrait of the past 
painted with broad strokes and bright colors of our own choos¬ 
ing. It is almost as if we removed all the Rembrandts from the 
museum and replaced them with Mondrians in order to study 
the history of the Renaissance. We are left with a vivid history 
of the concerns of our own society. We can now see in the past 
not the issues that the people living at that time considered 
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important, whatever these might have been, but a biased his¬ 
tory written to the dictates of dead white European males, and 
a literature largely insensitive to the needs and aspirations of 
women and cultural minorities. Academics ought to have seen 
right from the start that this “new historicism” has some seri¬ 
ous shortcomings. But in fact most of us are just be ginning to 
emerge from the fog far enough to see where history-without- 
facts can lead us, which is right back to Active history of the 
kind developed to serve the Third Reich. It is not coincidental 
that ours is the era not just of Holocaust denial but of denial 
that the ancient Greeks were ancient Greeks and creators of 
their own intellectual heritage. 

In traditional historical writing, arguments are based on the 
discussion of evidence. But in cultural history the quality of the ar¬ 
gument depends upon its cultural merit. On these grounds (as op¬ 
posed to traditional methods of proof), Haley’s argument about 
Cleopatra’s ethnicity seems eminently successful. Since her stated 
goal, which is shared by her editors, is to redress past oppression 
and to help establish a new social justice, she presents a portrait of 
Cleopatra as a woman (rather than as a Hellenistic despotic 
ruler), as a black (rather than a Macedonian Greek), and as a vic¬ 
tim (rather than the loser in a closely matched struggle for power). 
It is not that there is no factual data to support some of these hy¬ 
potheses; it is unquestionably true that we do not know the precise 
identity of Cleopatra’s paternal grandmother, the mistress , of 
Ptolemy IX. The problem lies in how the evidence is used. Surely it 
is misleading to suggest that the unique non-Greek mistress 
Didyme provides evidence of a common practice, or that Cleopatra 
was almost completely Egyptian. Possibility is not the same thing 
as probability. But people who want Cleopatra to be black tend to 
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downplay the importance of warranted evidence in construct¬ 
ing their arguments. That is, in place of known historical fact, 
these writers prefer to substitute acceptable claims, simply be¬ 
cause they are approved by their particular audiences. 87 Once 
the distinction between warranted fact and acceptable claim is 
collapsed, the way is open for daring new interpretations, and 
possibilities can easily be turned into probabilities. For exam¬ 
ple, because we know nothing about Cleopatra’s grandmother, 
it is possible to conjecture that her identity was deliberately 
concealed. In the absence of any information about the reasons 
for the concealment, it is possible to hypothesize that the facts 
about her identity were suppressed because she was black, just 
as some people nowadays refuse to acknowledge their black an¬ 
cestors. Therefore (to follow this line of argument to its logical 
conclusion), even though her portraits show her to have no 
characteristically African features, it becomes possible to con¬ 
clude that she was black. The argument can then be judged to 
be successful because it is culturally plausible. No one seems to 
have pointed out that a generation ago, it would have been pos¬ 
sible to argue on the same grounds that Cleopatra was Jewish. 

Despite its anachronism, history based on acceptable (as 
opposed to warranted) proof has considerable appeal among 
American academics today. The best illustration of popularity 
of acceptable proof is the success enjoyed by Martin Bernal’s 
multivolume project Black Athena, which is one of the few 
works about the ancient world (other than the, Bible) that 
many modem nonclassicists have heard about, or have even 
tried to read. Its appeal derives from the cultural correctness 
of its author’s motives: the explicit political purpose of 
Bernal’s project is to “lessen European cultural arrogance.” 88 
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Bernal attempts to show that ancient historians have not ac¬ 
knowledged the full extent of Greece’s debt to Egypt and the 
Near East. He also seeks to establish that writers in the eigh¬ 
teenth and nineteenth centuries failed to give due credit to 
the influence of Egypt and the Near East because of anti-Se¬ 
mitic and racist prejudice. 

Evidently we have reached a point in historical study where 
motive, however perceived, is more important than evidence. 
Because questions like “Was Cleopatra black?” are asked for 
cultural reasons, the only acceptable responses will be cultur¬ 
ally rather than factually correct: “Yes, she was black because 
she might possibly have had an Egyptian ancestor, and be¬ 
cause as a black she could represent the fate of Africa under 
European oppression.” Myth has now taken precedence over 
reality, even in the academy. Clearly the proponents of ethnic 
history do not foresee what will happen if other groups, of 
whom they do not approve, start writing their own histories 
according to their own notions of ethnic correctness. When 
someone argues, as Cheryl Johnson-Odim has done, that an¬ 
cient Egypt should be allowed “to stand for the rest of Africa,” 
since “what we are really talking about here is symbolism any¬ 
way,” she has made an argument that will find cultural accep¬ 
tance. 89 But once symbolism is taken as a mode of historical 
proof, the way is open for other groups, whose aims Johnson- 
Odim might not support, to argue for a different symbolism. 
Only a few of the people teaching in universities today seem to 
have not forgotten that not long ago symbolic myths of ethnic 
supremacy were responsible for the deaths of whole popula¬ 
tions. One advantage (perhaps the only one) of being older 
than most of my colleagues is that I do remember. 



THREE 


ANCIENT MYTHS 
OF CULTURAL 
DEPENDENCY 


A s we saw in the previous chapter, the “evidence” for the 
Greeks’ Egyptian origins derives primarily from modem 
cultural aspirations and has virtually no foundation in histor¬ 
ical fact. The question of Greek cultural dependency is more 
complicated, and in many ways more interesting. There is no 
doubt that Greeks were influenced by other neighboring cul¬ 
tures dining the whole course of antiquity. The issue is 
rather: What is meant by influence? In what respects? And by 
which foreign cultures? How large a role did Egypt play in the 
development of Greek civilization? 

Classicists have always been interested in these questions, 
and have pursued all possible links. In general, they believe 
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that Greek sculpture was influenced by Egyptian sculpture, 
but that Greek language, poetry, myths, and other aspects of 
their art were influenced by Near Eastern civilizations, such 
as those of the Hittites and Phoenicians. On the basis of what 
is now known, classicists assume that foreign ideas and infor¬ 
mation came to the Greeks through nonviolent contact, espe¬ 
cially trade. But Afrocentrist writers have rejected this 
complex model of influence because it assigns such a rela¬ 
tively modest role to the most prominent African civilization 
in the ancient Near East, that of Egypt. They argue that clas¬ 
sicists have tended to overlook or to discount ancient accounts 
of the Egyptian legacy. Some even allege that the Greeks did 
not simply borrow, but actually stole their philosophy and sci¬ 
ence from Egypt. They argue that credit for this knowledge 
ought to be given back to Africa. 

How accurate are these Afrocentrists’ views about Greek 
^ultural dependency? In this chapter and the next I shall 
show that the notion that Egyptian religion and philosophy 
had a significant influence on Greece is a cultural myth. It is 
no more likely to be historical than the notion that Egyptians 
“invaded” Greece in the seventeenth century B.c. or that 
Socrates had African ancestors. The idea that Greek religion 
and philosophy has Egyptian origins may appear at first sight 
to be more plausible, because it derives, at least in part, from 
the writings of ancient Greek historians. In the fifth century 
B.c. Herodotus was told by Egyptian priests that the Greeks 
owed many aspects of their culture to the older and vastly im¬ 
pressive civilization of the Egyptians. Egyptian priests told 
Diodorus some of the same stories four centuries later. The 
church fathers in the second and third centuries A.D. also were 
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eager to emphasize the dependency of Greece on the earlier 
cultures of the Egyptians and the Hebrews. 

Some Afrocentrists assume that the Greek historians had 
access to reliable information about ancient Egypt, and that 
the accounts of Greek writers can be regarded as literally 
true. But in this chapter I shall explain why in this matter 
the Greek writers are not as trustworthy as they claim to be. I 
will suggest instead that they were eager to establish direct 
links between their civilization and that of Egypt because 
Egypt was a vastly older culture, with elaborate religious cus¬ 
toms and impressive monuments. But despite their enthusi¬ 
asm for Egypt and its material culture (an enthusiasm that 
was later revived in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Eu¬ 
rope), they failed to understand Egyptian religion and the 
purpose of many Egyptian customs. 

Classical scholars tend to be skeptical about the claims of 
the Greek historians because much of what these writers say 
does not conform to the facts as they are now known from re¬ 
cent scholarship on ancient Egypt. But Afrocentrists suggest 
that the classicists have de-emphasized the role of Egypt out 
of racist motives, because they want to minimize the impor¬ 
tance of African civilization. It is alleged that before the nine¬ 
teenth century, European scholars acknowledged the primacy 
of Egyptian civilization, but after that paid more attention to 
the influence on Greece from the Near East and from the In¬ 
dian subcontinent. As Professor Molefi Kete Asante puts it, 
“The European construction of imperialism was accompanied 
by the European slave trade, cultural arrogance, anti-Semi¬ 
tism, anti-Africanism, and racist ideologies in science, litera¬ 
ture, and history.” 1 
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This sweeping judgment has only a limited application to 
historical studies. Instances of active “cultural arrogance” can 
be found in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European 
history writing, for example, in the work of men like the 
Baron Cuvier (1769-1832) and the Comte de Gobineau 
(1816-1882). 2 But their views could hardly be called repre¬ 
sentative among scholars. 3 In any case such racism had little 
demonstrable effect on the popular appreciation of Egypt. The 
information brought back to Europe as a consequence of 
Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt (1798-1801) started a virtual 
craze. The more than seven thousand pages of illustrations, 
memoirs, descriptions and commentary contained in La 
Description d’£gypte (1809-28) inspired writers, artists, mu¬ 
sicians, and artisans. 4 Egyptian themes were portrayed on 
dinnerware and in interior decoration. A range of skin color 
and facial characteristics were represented. 6 

The popularity of Egyptian themes in Europe is nowhere 
better illustrated than by opera. Mozart’s operas Thamos: 
King of Egypt (completed 1779) and The Magic Flute (1791) 
are both set in ancient Egypt. Although the librettos were 
written by different authors, in each opera the civilization of 
Egypt is treated with reverence. The score for Thamos was 
never completed, but The Magic Flute almost immediately be¬ 
came a classic. The enthusiasm for new discoveries in Egypt 
inspired the sets for productions of The Magic Flute in 1815 in 
Vienna, 1816 in Milan, and 1818 in Munich. The tradition was 
continued in productions of Rossini’s Moise (1827), and act 4 of 
Gounod’s Faust (1858). But the culminating tribute was prob¬ 
ably Verdi’s Aida (1871), which was composed to celebrate the 
completion of the Suez Canal. 6 Aida, the heroine of that opera, 
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is herself an Ethiopian, who is loved by Radames, an Egypt¬ 
ian. As Richard Jenkyns observes, miscegenation between her 
and Radames is not an issue. 7 If Europeans placed less em¬ 
phasis on the putative Egyptian origins of ancient Greek civi¬ 
lization in the nineteenth century, it was not because they 
lacked respect for Egypt. 

Why, then, did European scholars stop taking at face value 
the accounts of Egyptian origins in Greek writers like Herodotus 
and Diodorus of Sicily? They had discovered that the Greek 
historians were less reliable than they had supposed. New 
empirical knowledge had enabled them to see how strikingly 
different ancient Greece was from Egypt. They ceased to em¬ 
phasize the cultural debt of Greece to Egypt because it was no 
longer apparent. For centuries Europeans had believed that 
the ancient historians knew that certain Greek religious cus¬ 
toms and philosophical interests derived from Egypt. But two 
major discoveries changed that view. The first concerned a 
group of ancient philosophical treatises attributed to Hermes 
Trismegistus; these had throughout the Middle Ages and into 
the Renaissance been thought of as Egyptian and early. But 
in 1614 the French scholar Isaac Casaubon demonstrated 
that the treatises were actually late and basically Greek. The 
second discovery was the decipherment of hieroglyphics, the 
official system of Egyptian writing, which was completed by 
1836. Before decipherment, scholars had been compelled to 
rely on Greek sources for their underst an din g of Egyptian his¬ 
tory and civilization. Once they were able to read real Egypt¬ 
ian texts, and could disregard the fanciful interpretations of 
hieroglyphics that had been circulating since late antiquity, it 
became clear to them that the relation of Egyptian to Greek 
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culture was less close than they had imagined. Egyptian be¬ 
longed to the Afro-Asiatic language family, while Greek was an 
Indo-European language, akin to Sanskrit and European lan¬ 
guages like Latin. 8 

On the basis of these new discoveries, European scholars 
realized that they could no longer take at face value what 
Herodotus, Diodorus, and the church fathers had to say about 
Greece’s debt to Egypt. Once it was possible to read Egyptian 
religious documents, and to see how the Egyptians them¬ 
selves described their gods and told their myths, scholars 
could see that the ancient Greeks’ accounts of Egyptian reli¬ 
gion were superficial, and even misleading. Apparently, Greek 
writers, despite their great admiration for Egypt, looked at 
Egyptian civilization through cultural blinkers that kept 
them from understanding any practices or customs that were 
significantly different from their own. The result was a por¬ 
trait of Egypt that was both astigmatic and deeply Hellenized. 
Greek writers operated under other handicaps as well. They 
did not have access to records; there was no defined system of 
chronology. They could not read Egyptian inscriptions or ques¬ 
tion a variety of witnesses because they did not know the lan¬ 
guage. Hence they were compelled to exaggerate the 
importance of such resemblances as they could see or find. 

Knowledge of Egypt from Egyptian sources revealed that 
Herodotus’s account of Egypt was off-the-mark in many partic¬ 
ulars. The false information that he reports has led some mod¬ 
em scholars to suggest that Herodotus deliberately invented 
some of the misinformation in his narrative. 9 But it is much 
more likely that he and the Greek historians who literally fol¬ 
lowed in his footsteps reported what they did in good faith, 
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even when it turns out that they were confused or simply 
wrong. For that reason I shall speak of the misinformation 
they offer as historical myth rather than fiction or fantasy. We 
do not need to assume that Herodotus deliberately made up 
stories about Egypt, even when what he tells us is contra¬ 
dicted by known fact. The problem lies rather in his way of 
collecting his information. 

Herodotus tells us very little about how he composed his 
history, but we can get an impression of some of the problems 
he encountered from his successor, the first-century Greek 
writer Diodorus of Sicily. Diodorus briefly describes some of 
the problems he encountered: 

We must make a distinction among historians, since many 
who have written about Egypt and Ethiopia have either be¬ 
lieved false information or invented stories to attract read¬ 
ers, and thus may justifiably be distrusted. Most of what I 
have written has been taken from the accounts of Agath- 
archides of Cnidus in the second book of his history of Asia, 
and the compiler of geographies Artemidorus of Ephesus in 
his eighth book, and from some others who lived in Egypt— 
these have got it right in almost all respects. For when I 
was in Egypt myself, I met many priests, and I spoke with 
not a few emissaries from Ethiopia who were there at the 
time. I went over everything carefully with them, and 
tested what the historians told me, and wrote my account to 
conform with what most of them agreed on. 10 

Although the works of the historians Diodorus trusted are 
now lost, at least he tells us that he began by studying the 
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work of Greek writers. Clearly he made an effort to distinguish 
fiction from history. But he was not prepared to engage in what 
we would now think of as historical research. He did not learn 
Egyptian and read Egyptian documents and consult archives. 
Instead, he relied on oral testimony from native informants. If 
what Greek writers like Agatharchides and Artemidorus said 
was corroborated by Egyptians or Ethiopians, Diodorus was 
ready to accept what they said. He does not ask where his na¬ 
tive informants got their information, or say whether he heard 
it directly from them in Greek, or through interpreters. He 
does not inquire about their motives. He does not point out the 
dangers involved in this mode of inquiry: What if all his infor¬ 
mants were relying on the same source, and that source was 
wrong? What if his informants wanted to prove something or to 
express their patriotism in some specific way? Another problem 
is that he has too high a regard for consensus: he accepts as 
true the account that most of his informants agree on. He does 
not ask if certain individuals, because of their intelligence or 
because they had special access to archives or records, might 
prove to be more reliable witnesses than others. 

Diodorus’s brief description of what we might call his “re¬ 
search methodology” helps to explain why he and other visi¬ 
tors to Egypt, including Herodotus, could have been misled by 
their native informants about the extent of Greek cultural de¬ 
pendency on Egypt. They placed too high a value on their in¬ 
formants’ ethnicity, as if to be Egyptian implied an ability to 
know Egyptian history and to explain Egyptian customs. They 
imagined that the Egyptians would know about their own 
country, because, they believed that only Greeks could under¬ 
stand about Greece. If an Egyptian or Phoenician could not be 
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counted on to know much about Greece, how could Greeks be 
expected to know about the history of Egypt? Hence the im¬ 
portance of inquiry from indigenous informants, such as Egypt¬ 
ian priests, or emissaries from Ethiopia, men who would have 
been among the best educated, and who would have had the 
leisure to tell visitors about their history. The problem with 
this method is that some native informants will prove more re¬ 
liable than others: not every modem pastor can be counted on 
to give an accurate account of the history of his church. 

The need for such oral testimony explains why it was neces¬ 
sary for the historian himself to visit the country and inquire 
personally, a process known to the Greeks as historia. By rely¬ 
ing on such inquiry the historians (or “inquirers”) were able to 
bring back accounts of other countries that were more accu¬ 
rate and realistic than what poets or storytellers had been 
able to provide. But the process also had some significant limi¬ 
tations: to obtain accurate results the inquirer had to ask the 
right questions and receive well-informed answers. 11 But how 
likely was it that a foreigner would know what to ask, or that 
a native would be able to supply him with all the information 
he needed to understand a foreign practice or custom? It was 
inevitable that the process of inquiry worked best when the 
historian was investigating his own culture and his own time. 

WHAT DID HERODOTUS KNOW 
ABOUT EGYPTIAN ORIGINS? 

Even after Egyptian inscriptions could be read, and for the 
first time in thousands of years scholars could read what 
the Egyptians said about themselves, the second book of 
Herodotus’s history still serves as an important source of 
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information about ancient Egypt. Much of what he reports 
can be confirmed by comparison with Egyptian sources. 
Herodotus gives a generally accurate impression of the monu¬ 
ments he saw and the situation of the land and the river Nile. 
He reports much useful information about individual 
pharaohs. But his ideas about the relationship of Greece to 
Egypt are speculative, and often misleading. Apparently he 
was so impressed by the antiquity and complexity of Egyptian 
culture that he wanted to establish connections with Greek 
customs wherever he could. We need to consider the question 
of Herodotus’s reliability on the subject of cultural depen¬ 
dency, because Herodotus is often cited as an authority for 
claims of Greek cultural dependency on Egypt. Not only was 
he an ancient witness; he was an eyewitness. Although few 
Greeks were able to travel there at the time because the coun¬ 
try was occupied by their enemies, the Persians, Herodotus 
was. technically a Persian subject. He visited Egypt sometime 
before 430 B.c. 

Herodotus reported to his Greek audience that certain rit¬ 
ual and religious practices, which the Greeks had regarded as 
indigenous, in fact had their origin in Egypt, a country which 
few Greeks would have had an opportunity to see for them¬ 
selves. Martin Bernal argues that Herodotus believed this in¬ 
formation to be accurate and that “he was being relatively 
conventional in doing so.” 12 But if we look closely at what 
Herodotus himself says, he makes it clear that he is putting 
forward his own interpretations and conjectures about what 
he saw and was told by native informants. If his ideas had 
been “conventional,” as Bernal suggests, he would not have 
needed to explain to his listeners why he was making these 



Ancient Myths of Cultural Dependency 63 

assertions. To understand what Herodotus was trying to do, 
we need to examine each of his observations in its full context. 

In a long and very interesting discussion of Egyptian reli¬ 
gious practices, Herodotus suggests that the cult of Dionysus 
in Greece was inspired by the cult of Osiris in Egypt. He ex¬ 
plains why he has associated the two gods with one another: 
in the ritual of Osiris, as in rituals of Dionysus in Greece, a 
phallus is carried in a procession by women. The only signifi¬ 
cant difference, in his view, is that the Greeks also had choral 
dances in honor of their god. “I will state that the resem¬ 
blance cannot be accidental between what is done for the god 
in Egypt and in Greece.” He reasons that the influence could 
not have gone the other way round in the case of these or any 
other customs. The Greek seer Melampus, he believes, 
learned them from the hero Cadmus in Phoenicia, before Cad¬ 
mus came to Greece. 13 On the basis of this observation, 
Herodotus makes another conjecture: 

Roughly speaking, the names of all of the gods as well came 
to Greece from Egypt. For I made inquiries and found that 
it was true that the names came from the barbarians, and 
so I believe it is most likely that they came from Egypt. 14 

Through such expressions as “roughly speaking” (schedon de), 
Herodotus warns his audience that he is expressing an opin¬ 
ion, which may not be correct in all particulars. 15 By connect¬ 
ing this statement to his earlier discussion of ritual, he shows 
why he judges the connection with Egypt to be the “most 
likely”: Egypt was one of the oldest civilizations. 

Although Herodotus indicates that what he says about the 
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names of the gods is his own opinion, his speculation is taken 
more seriously than it should be by Afrocentrists and others 
who would like to think that there were close connections be¬ 
tween Egyptian and Greek religion. In part, they are misled 
by the translations most of them depend on. The sentence I 
have quoted above is misconstrued in most translations. 
David Grene, for example, says “the names of nearly all the 
gods came from Egypt to Greece.” 16 But if Herodotus had 
meant “nearly all,” he would have put the words in the sen¬ 
tence in a different order. Also, Grene omits the connective 
“as well” ( kai ), which shows the train of Herodotus’s thought. 
The connective also shows that he based his notion about the 
origins of the names of the Greek gods on the ritual similari¬ 
ties that he observed: women carry phalluses in processions 
to both Osiris and Dionysus. Omitting these nuances in 
translation makes Herodotus seem more certain of his mater¬ 
ial than he actually was. 

How could Herodotus have imagined that the names of the 
gods of Greece resembled those of Egypt? He does not say, but 
possibly there were a few similarities in sound between some 
names. 17 The Greeks almost always used what we would now 
call puns to explain the etymology of words. 18 The poets de¬ 
rived the name of the god Zeus (which is based on the root Di-) 
from dia, “through,” since all was accomplished through 
him . 19 Apparently, it did not occur to them that the root Di- is 
in fact cognate with the Greek word dios, “bright, shining”; 
Zeus was originally the god of the sky. But even though Hero¬ 
dotus did not have the means of knowing whether his guess 
about the names of the gods was right or wrong, modem lin¬ 
guists can make an informed judgment. None is persuaded 
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that there is any connection between Egyptian and Greek 
names. A few names (like Zeus or Apollo) are clearly Indo-Eu¬ 
ropean, but most others are simply unknown. As the historian 
of Greek religion Walter Burkert has observed, in comparison 
with the gods of Near Eastern cultures “the names of the 
Greek gods are almost all impenetrable.” 20 Linguists have not 
been convinced by modem attempts to find Egyptian etymolo¬ 
gies for the names of the Greek gods. For example, in 1885 
Gerard Manley Hopkins proposed (though no one seems to 
have believed him) that Aphrodite could be derived from the 
Egyptian name Nefrat-isi. 21 Bernal, with great ingenuity, ar¬ 
gues that the name of the goddess Athena is derived from the 
Egyptian Ht Nt, “House of the goddess Neit,” claiming that 
both the phonetic and semantic fit are perfect: Herodotus 
himself identified Athena with Neit. 22 But actually the se¬ 
mantic fit is not so close as Bernal suggests. Athena, daughter 
of Zeus and one of the most powerful Greek goddesses, is a 
virgin, and goddess of war and weaving; Neit, a relatively mi¬ 
nor goddess, is the mother of the crocodile god and involved 
with hunting. Equally imaginative (and misguided) argu¬ 
ments could be made for deriving Athena’s name from that of 
the Carthaginian goddess Tanit, or from that of the Hebrew 
Satan. 23 

Herodotus thought that the Greeks might have been influ¬ 
enced by Egyptian culture because the civilization of Egypt 
was more ancient than that of Greece. In logic, this type of ar¬ 
gument is called post hoc ergo propter hoc, “after which means 
on account of which.” 24 He does not seem to have reasoned 
that cultural exchange almost always works in both direc¬ 
tions. Herodotus’s explanation of the origins of the oracle 
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at Dodona provides an explicit illustration of after which / on 
account of which reasoning. After discussing the founding of 
the oracle of Zeus at Dodona in Greece, he observes: 

The oracles in Egyptian Thebes and in Dodona happen to be 
similar. Oracles from sacrifices also come from Egypt. The 
Egyptians were the first people to have festivals and proces¬ 
sions with cult statues or with offerings, and the Greeks 
learned them from the Egyptians. In my opinion, the evi¬ 
dence for this is as follows: the Egyptian religious customs 
have been going on for a long time, and the Greek customs 
have been practiced only recently . 25 

In a later passage, Herodotus again reasons that since Egypt 
is the earlier civilization, any common practice must have 
originated in that country. He says that the reason why the 
rites the Greeks call Orphic and Bacchic are really Egyptian 
and Pythagorean is that each forbids the wearing of woolen 
garments. 26 For him, superficial resemblance, along with pri¬ 
ority, is a sign of influence and even origin, and he simply ig¬ 
nores what we would now consider to be significant differences. 
He does not point out that it is because linen is easier to clean 
'that Egyptian priests do not wear wool and are not buried in 
woolen garments, whereas the Orphics and Pythagoreans have 
a taboo against wool because it is an animal product. 27 

Once we understand why and how Herodotus makes these 
comparisons between Egyptian and Greek culture, it is possi¬ 
ble to see how, despite his best efforts to get at the truth, he 
offers his audience misleading information about origins. 
Unlike modem anthropologists, who approach new cultures 
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so far as possible with an open mind, and with the aid of a 
developed set of methodologies, Herodotus tended to con¬ 
strue whatever he saw by analogy with Greek practice, as if 
it were impossible for him to comprehend it in any other 
way. 28 It was inevitable that using Greece as a standard 
would cause considerable misunderstanding, especially in 
the case of Egyptian religion, which is both markedly differ¬ 
ent from Greek religion and extremely complex. The real and 
important distinctions are further obscured by the Greek 
practice of calling other peoples’ gods by the names of Greek 
gods. 29 Herodotus regularly speaks of the Egyptian goddess 
Isis as Demeter, and her husband Osiris as Dionysus. These 
gods have some points in common: Isis searches for her hus¬ 
band, and Demeter travels to Eleusis in Greece for her 
daughter Persephone. Osiris and Dionysus both spend time 
in the Underworld, both are torn to pieces and reassembled. 
But they do not resemble one another in most other re¬ 
spects: Osiris is god of Duat, the Egyptian Underworld; 
Dionysus god of wine and the theater. 

Because he tended to rely on such analogies as he could 
find, Herodotus inevitably made some false conjectures. 
Herodotus thought that Pythagoras learned about the trans¬ 
migration of souls from Egypt, when in fact the Egyptians did 
not believe in the transmigration of souls, as their careful and 
elaborate burial procedures clearly indicate. Nonetheless, he 
insists that he is reporting what the Egyptians told him about 
their beliefs about life after death: 

It is my practice in this entire account to write down what I 

have heard each of my informants say. The Egyptians say 
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that Demeter and Dionysus rule in the world below. And 
the Egyptians are the first people who tell this story, that 
the human soul is deathless, and when the body dies the 
soul enters into another animal that is being bom. Then 
when it has made the rounds of all animals on land, sea, 
and air, it returns again to the human body, and the soul’s 
journey takes three thousand years. Greeks in the past, and 
more recently, have used this story [about the soul] as if it 
were their own. I know their names but I will not write 
them down. 30 

Herodotus tells us that he wrote down what the Egyptians 
told him; but when they spoke, what did he hear? Since he did 
not know Egyptian, his informants could have been Greeks 
living in the Greek colony of Naucratis in the Nile Delta, or 
Egyptians who knew some Greek. How well informed were his 
informants? On the question of origins, at least, it seems that 
neither group had any more than a superficial understanding 
of the other’s culture. 31 Perhaps someone explained to him 
about the Egyptian “modes of existence,” in which a human 
being could manifest itself both materially, or immaterially, 
as ka or ba or a name, and that death was not an end, but a 
threshold leading to a new form of life. 32 Belief in these varied 
modes of existence required that bodies be preserved after 
death, hence the Egyptian practice of mummification. Greeks, 
on the other hand, believed that the soul was separated from 
the body at death, and disposed of bodies either by burial or 
cremation. In any case, there is no reason to assume that 
Pythagoras or other Greeks who believed in transmigration, 
like the Orphics or the philosopher-poet Empedocles, got their 
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ideas from anyone else: notions of transmigration have devel¬ 
oped independently in other parts of the world. 33 

Another instance of such “translation” into Greek is 
Herodotus’s account of the Egyptian festival of Khoiak, the 
Navigation of Osiris. It is from this, he suggests, that the 
daughters of Danaus brought the ritual of the Thesmophoria 
to Argos, but he is prevented by religious scruples from giving 
any particulars: 

On the temple lake [at Sals] there is an exhibition by night 
of the god's sufferings, which the Egyptians call mysteries. I 
know more about every aspect of the festival, but let what I 
have said suffice. And as concerns the ritual of Demeter 
known to the Greeks as Thesmophoria, let what I have said 
also suffice, except for what it is permitted for me to say. It 
was the daughters of Danaus who brought this ritual from 
Egypt and who taught it to the Pelasgian women. The rit¬ 
ual was abandoned after the people of the Peloponnesus 
were driven out by the Dorians, but it was preserved by the 
Peloponnesians who remained and were not driven out [by 
the Dorian invasion], the Arcadians. 34 

Here Herodotus has made several assumptions. He thinks 
that the night ritual he saw enacted was a mystery or secret 
initiation rite, but in fact the depiction of Osiris’s sufferings 
and the festival itself were open to the public. 35 It was a “mys¬ 
tery” only in the sense that he did not fully understand what 
was going on. Because he believes (although mistakenly) that 
the rites are secret, Herodotus refuses to name the god whose 
sufferings were enacted, but we know from Egyptian sources 
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that the god was in fact Osiris. 36 Because Osiris’s wife Isis 
was identified with Demeter by the Greeks, Herodotus associ¬ 
ates the rites he saw with that goddess, and so deduces that 
one of her principal Greek rituals, the Thesmophoria, was of 
Egyptian origin. But he explicitly says that no close analogue 
to the Egyptian ritual survived in Argos. Instead, he suggests 
that the ritual was preserved in Arcadia, which the Greeks re¬ 
garded as the most primitive and remote part of their country. 
In fact, there is no reason to believe that the Thesmophoria, 
which were celebrated by women throughout the Greek world 
from earliest times, were imported rather than indigenous. 

His treatment of the Osiris festival shows how determined < 
Herodotus was to find connections between Egyptian and 
Greek religious customs. In order to account for the generos¬ 
ity of the pharaoh Amasis to the temple of Athena at Lindos 
on the island of Rhodes in the sixth century, Herodotus re¬ 
ports a story that the temple at Lindos was founded by the 

' i 

daughters of Danaus on their way to Argos (Rhodes lay on an 
established trade route between Egypt and Greece). 37 Greeks 
often invented such stories of origins after the fact to explain 
curious customs and practices. 

This same desire for antecedents led Herodotus to make a 
remarkable claim about the use of Egyptian material by the 
tragic poet Aeschylus. Aeschylus, he says, “stole” an unusual 
version of a myth from the Egyptians. 38 The Greeks believed 
that the goddess Leto was the mother of Apollo and Artemis, 
but according to the Egyptians, the goddess the Greeks asso¬ 
ciate with Demeter (Isis) is the mother of Apollo (Horus) and 
Artemis (Boubastis). The drama in which Aeschylus referred 
to the “Egyptian” version of the myth is now lost, so we do not 
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know why Herodotus says that Aeschylus stole rather than 
simply told another version of the myth. 39 But since many dif¬ 
ferent versions of the myths were in circulation at all times, 
and poets were free to choose from among them to suit partic¬ 
ular occasions, it looks as if Herodotus was determined to say 
something provocative about the great poet to amuse (or 
tease) his Athenian audience. 40 

Since Herodotus is often skeptical and contemptuous of peo¬ 
ple who believe literally in myths, it is ironic that in the case of 
Egypt he is ready to believe almost everything that he is told, 
and on occasion, w illin g to supply plausible explanations of his 
own invention. But his deep respect for the antiquity of Egypt 
encouraged him to seek out possible connections. 41 Also, he 
was eager to show that Greece was linked to other countries 
by common bonds of humanity. He does not trace the devel¬ 
opment of customs or practices or point out the great differ¬ 
ences between supposedly common beliefs. He simply assumes 
that similarity of any kind is “evidence” of Egyptian ancestry. 
Unfortunately, because his history was widely read and stud¬ 
ied in antiquity, his “research methods” became the model for 
all subsequent Greek visitors to Egypt. 


WHAT NEW INFORMATION COULD 
LATER GREEK WRITERS SUPPLY ABOUT 
THE GREEK DEBT TO EGYPT? 

At the time when Herodotus visited Egypt, the country was 
ulider Persian domination, making it difficult for most Greeks 
to travel there. But after Egypt was conquered by Alexander 
in 333 B.c., it fell under the domination of his Macedonian 
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Greek successors. A Greek city, “Alexandria near Egypt,” was 
founded near the coast on the Canobic branch of the Nile 
Delta. Once Greeks had settled in Alexandria, there was an 
opportunity for more cultural exchange than at any previous 
time. But on the whole the contact between the Greeks and 
the native population was limited. Regrettably—at least from 
the point of view of modem historians—the Greeks in Alexan¬ 
dria were not able to provide their visitors with as much real 
information about Egypt as might be supposed. Even though 
there was some intermarriage between Greeks and Egyptians 
and the large mercenary forces quartered in Alexandria, the 
Greek population remained fundamentally Greek. 42 Once 
outside of this Greek community, Greek travelers had to rely 
on interpreters. No works by third- or second-century writers 
survive, but we have extensive eyewitness accounts by two 
first-century writers, Strabo of Cappadocia (the area to the 
west and south of the Black Sea) and Diodorus of Sicily. 

Like Herodotus before them, Strabo and Diodorus rely on 
what they themselves could see, what they could learn by in¬ 
quiry, and what their predecessors had written. Since they 
also were interested in religious practices, they got much of 
their information from the Egyptian priests who tended the 
shrines and monuments that they sought to visit. These first- 
century priests seem to have been particularly eager to point 
out to visitors instances of what the Greeks had learned from 
Egypt. 43 

When the Greek historian Diodorus of Sicily visited Egypt 
in 60-56 B.c. during the reign of Cleopatra’s father, Ptolemy 
XII, 44 Egyptian priests told him that they knew from accounts 
in their sacred books that the Greek wise men Orpheus, 
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Musaeus, Melampus, Daedalus, the poet Homer, the Spartan 
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lawgiver Lycurgus, the Athenian lawgiver Solon, the philoso¬ 
pher Plato, Pythagoras, the mathematician Eudoxus, Democ¬ 
ritus, and Oenopides had all come to their country. The 
priests showed Diodorus statues of these men, and buil d i n gs 
or places that were named for them. They brought exhibits of 
the course of study attempted by each man, and stated that 
“everything for which they were admired by the Greeks was 
brought from Egypt.” 45 

Diodorus does not say he believed every word of what he 
was told. He does not say if he learned everything he reports 
from the priests or simply thought of some of the correspon¬ 
dences himself. But evidently he followed Herodotus’s exam¬ 
ple in imagining that any similarity was proof of direct 
connection, rather than a sign of indirect influence, or simply 
a coincidental occurrence. Like Herodotus, he seems eager to 
discover correspondences, with such zeal that he takes the 
most superficial similarities as a sign of borrowing. 7b Dio¬ 
dorus, virtually any similarity was a sign of connection. 
Herodotus had remarked on some of the differences in 
Egyptian and Greek rituals for Osiris and Dionysus, but 
Diodorus ignores even these. He states that the rites of the 
Greek Dionysus and the Egyptian Osiris are the “same” 
(rather than similar), and that the rites of Isis are very sim¬ 
ilar to Demeter’s—“only the names are changed.” He says 
that Greek beliefs about the world of the dead (which 
Diodorus dismisses as fiction) were introduced by Orpheus 
in imitation of Egyptian burial rites. 

In making these claims about cultural borrowing, Diodorus 
completely ignores significant differences in customs and 



74 NOT OUT OF AFRICA 

beliefs. Why not point out that in Egyptian myth Isis was mar¬ 
ried to her brother Osiris, whereas the Greek gods Demeter 
and her nephew Dionysus are not connected with each other* 
in the same way in myth or in cult? Also, Diodorus never reck¬ 
ons with the possibility of Greek influence on Egyptian reli¬ 
gious practice. For example, Diodorus reports that Melampus 
brought the worship of Dionysus from Egypt to Greece. 
Herodotus, too, had conjectured that the worship of Dionysus 
had been brought to Greece from abroad, but he thought that 
Melampus learned about the rites from Cadmus, who came 
from Phoenicia. Herodotus uses an analogy from Greek myth 
to describe the complex of buildings at Lake Moeris, which he 
refers to as a labyrinth. Diodorus turns the analogy into real¬ 
ity, and says explicitly that the Lake Moeris labyrinth was 
built by Daedalus, who designed the labyrinth in Crete. 46 

Diodorus appears ready to believe the particularly absurd 
notion that the Greek epic poet Homer studied in Egypt. The 
“evidence” for this assertion derives from a few scattered and 
vague similarities. In both religions Hermes brings the soul of 
the dead to the lower world. He remarks that both Egyptians 
and Greeks use the same word for boat, baris (it is indeed an 
Egyptian loanword). Also, on the basis of some similarity in 
sound, he connects the Greek mythological figure Charon and 
the (unrelated) Egyptian word for ferryman, kar; but Homer 
never mentions Charon. According to later tradition (al¬ 
though again Homer himself does not mention it) the daugh¬ 
ters of Danaus are compelled in Hades to carry water in leaky 
jars. 47 Egyptian priests carry water in a perforated jar to the 
city of Acanthi. 48 In the Odyssey Homer mentions the healing 
Egyptian drink nepenthe, a drug that is still Used in Egyptian 
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Thebes. 49 Aphrodite is called “golden,” and near Momemphis 
there is a plain of “golden Aphrodite.” Homer tells in Iliad 14 
how when Zeus slept with Hera on Mt. Ida he made grass and 
flowers grow on the ground beneath them, and in an Egyptian 
festival the shrines of Zeus and Hera (that is, Amun-Re and 
Mut) are carried up to a mountain that is strewn with flow¬ 
ers. At most, these correspondences suggest general cultured 
influence, in both directions. 

The stories that the Greek lawgivers studied in Egypt seem 
also to be based primarily on inference. The priests told 
Diodorus that they “included many Egyptian customs in their 
laws.” 50 He gives two examples; one is chronologically impos¬ 
sible, the other based on conjecture. The idea that early 
Greek law was inspired by Egyptian law is a historical fiction, 
designed to express the Greeks’ mysterious faith in Egyptian 
wisdom. The legendary Spartan lawgiver Lycurgus may 
never have existed. But centuries later Plutarch reports that 
the Egyptians say that Lycurgus had admired the Egyptian 
way of separating the army from the rest of the population. 51 
Had new records been discovered? Or (as is much more 
likely), had stories about their visits been developed and em¬ 
bellished because both the Egyptians and Greeks had laws, 
and Egypt was the earlier society? 

The notion that Solon learned about law in Egypt follows the 
same pattern. Our earliest authority, Herodotus, says Solon 
went to visit the sixth-century pharaoh Amasis in. Egypt after 
he established his laws in Athens. 52 The idea that he went 
there to study was invented by Plato, who tells how Solon went 
to Sais to consult with the priests, where he learned from an 
old priest about the history of the lost continent of Atlantis. 
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Plato indicates to his readers that the story is fictional, by cit¬ 
ing as his authority a source that no living person could con¬ 
sult, and that he himself knows only by hearsay. 63 Over time, 
new details were added to the story; in the second-century A.D. 
the Greek writer Plutarch knows the names of Solon’s Egypt¬ 
ian teachers: Psenophis of Heliopolis and Sonchis of Sais. 64 
But such information, although it looks plausible enough, has 
no real historical value. 

The priests were particularly eager to tell visitors about 
how the Greek philosophers studied in Egypt. They told 
Diodorus, as their counterparts centuries earlier had told 
Herodotus, that Pythagoras learned about the gods and the 
soul from the Egyptians. Now, however, they perceived a dif¬ 
ferent kind of resemblance: this was that Pythagoras shared 
with the Egyptians the notion that animals had souls. The 
priests also assert that he learned about geometry in Egypt, 
although without mentioning any specifics. Once again the 
link appears to be that both Egyptians and Greeks were inter¬ 
ested in geometry; the co mm on interest is transformed into 
“evidence” of dependence by the principle of after which / on 
account of which. As in the cases of Solon and Lycurgus, more 
and more seems to be known about Pythagoras as time goes 
on. By the fourth century A.D. Pythagoras had become the 
model of the Greek savant who was schooled in Egypt. The 
Greek philosophical writer Iamblichus specifies that Pythago¬ 
ras spent twenty-two years (547-525 B.C.) in Egypt. During 
that time he studied all aspects of Egyptian religion, was ini¬ 
tiated into all the rites, and learned astronomy and geome¬ 
try. 65 Like Diodorus, Iamblichus provides no specific informa¬ 
tion about what he actually learned. Rather, the point of the 
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journey seems to be that he studied whatever it was he 
learned abroad. Before going to Egypt he visited Syria, and 
after Egypt he studied with the Magi in Babylon. As for 
Herodotus, foreign study seemed a natural way to account for 
the originality of Pythagoras’s ideas. 

By the time Diodorus consulted them, the priests had added 
other famous Greek philosophers to their lists. What they told 
him about these historical philosophers has no more sub¬ 
stance than what they said about the legendary Pythagoras. 
They claimed that the fifth-century Greek philosopher Dem¬ 
ocritus of Abdera spent five years studying astrology in Egypt. 
This connection seems particularly tenuous, because in fact 
the Egyptians were interested in astronomy, that is, the mo¬ 
tions of the stars, and not in astrology, the predictions about 
human fate that might be derived from astronomical observa¬ 
tion. 66 Moreover, it would not have been easy for a student of 
philosophy to have undertaken such a journey in the fifth cen¬ 
tury, when Egypt was under Persian domination and effec¬ 
tively closed to the Greek world. Like many Greek writers, 
Democritus was interested in the causes of the inundation of 
the Nile, and his hypothesis of snow melted by south winds 
was not far from the truth. 57 But according to the second- 
century A.D. astronomer Ptolemy, Democritus did his research 
on weather indications in Macedonia and Thrace. 58 Certainly 
nothing that he is reported to have said suggests that he had 
a detailed personal knowledge of Egypt. Nonetheless, later bi¬ 
ographers provide new information about what he learned 
abroad, as if to account for the wide range of his interests and 
the originality of his thought. According to these stories, Dem¬ 
ocritus learned geometry in Egypt; he studied with priests. 59 
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Like Pythagoras, he is supposed to have traveled widely out¬ 
side of Greece, going to Persia and India to study with wise 
men there. 

In the case of the other Greek philosophers as well, interest 
in the Nile or in geometry seems to count as “evidence” of a 
visit to Egypt. The priests told Diodorus that the fifth-century 
B.c. Greek astronomer Oenopides of Chios learned from Egypt¬ 
ian priests about the obliquity of the ecliptic of the sun. 60 
Diodorus does not point out (perhaps he did not know) that the 
Pythagoreans already knew about the ecliptic before Oenopi¬ 
des is supposed to have discovered it, or that it had been recog¬ 
nized by the Babylonians in 700 B.c . 61 Earlier in his account of 
Egypt, Diodorus gives Oenopides’ explanation of the inunda¬ 
tion of the Nile: Oenopides deduced from the temperature of 
well water, which feels warm in the winter and cold in the 
summer, that the subterranean waters that feed the Nile are 
warm in the winter, and cold in the summer, when there are 
no rains in Egypt. 62 But again, there is no reason to imagine 
that Oenopides needed to study in Egypt in order to form this 
false hypothesis; rather, his reliance on analogy (rather than 
on empirical evidence) seems characteristically Greek. 

Diodorus reports that the fourth-century Greek philoso¬ 
pher Eudoxus of Cnidus, like Democritus, learned astrology 
from the Egyptian priests, even though it was the Alexan¬ 
drian Greeks and not the Egyptians who were interested in 
that subject. 63 He also observes, more plausibly, that Eudoxus 
gave the Greeks much useful information about Egypt. Eu¬ 
doxus explained the inundation of the Nile as a result of rains 
in Ethiopia, a theory that was adopted by Aristotle. 64 He was 
interested in Egyptian religion, mythology, and customs. 66 
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Bernal suggests that Eudoxus might have learned geometry 
in Egypt. But surely it would have also been possible (and 
much easier) for him to have learned the theory of axiomatic 
mathematics from his teacher, the fifth-century Greek 
philosopher Archytas of Tarentum. 66 In fact, nothing in the 
surviving fragments suggests that Eudoxus had a highly spe¬ 
cialized knowledge of Egypt, at least so far as we can judge 
from the fragments, since his original work is lost. He could 
have learned what he knew from Greek writers like Hecataeus 
and Herodotus, without ever having visited Egypt. Of course 
it is possible that Eudoxus could have traveled to Egypt, as 
Herodotus had done, even though the Persian domination 
might have presented serious difficulties. But it is still more 
likely that his interest in Egypt encouraged biographers to 
think that he actually studied there. 

Again, as in the case of Solon, more is known about Eu¬ 
doxus’s travels as time goes on. The priests at Heliopolis 
showed Strabo statues of Plato and Eudoxus, and priests 
pointed out the places where they had studied. But no one was 
sure quite how long they stayed there. Strabo reports that 
“some say they spent thirteen years with the priests.” 67 But in 
an ancient summary of Strabo the figure is given as “three,” and 
according to the third-century A.D. Greek writer Diogenes Laer¬ 
tius, Eudoxus stayed there for a year and four months.? 8 It is 
hard to account for the discrepancy in the numbers, except by 
assuming that there were several different versions of the story 
in existence. New details could be added to give verisimilitude. 
In his biography of Eudoxus, Diogenes supplies the name of 
Eudoxus’s Egyptian teacher, Chonouphis of Heliopolis. 69 He 
says that while in Egypt Eudoxus shaved his beard and eye- 
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brows (like an Egyptian priest) and that while he was there an 
Apis bull licked his cloak; the Egyptian priests understood this 
to be an omen that he would be famous, but short-lived. 70 
These anecdotes tell us nothing about what Eudoxus studied or 
did in Egypt; instead, they portray him as a late antique holy 
man, like the Pythagoras described by Iamblichus. 

Diogenes also says that according to some (not all) of his 
sources, Eudoxus translated “Dialogues of the Dogs” from 
Egyptian originals and published them in Greece. Since Eu¬ 
doxus was associated with Plato and the Academics rather 
than with Diogenes and the Cynics (or “Dogs”), why would he 
write about dogs? The Greeks do not seem to have paid much 
attention to Egyptian literature until after they had settled 
in Alexandria, but it is at least theoretically possible that Eu¬ 
doxus might have translated some Egyptian fables about 
dogs. 71 If that were the case, the content of these Dialogues 
would have been ethnological (rather than scientific), like the 
other information about Egypt in Eudoxus’s surviving frag¬ 
ments. But in their zeal to confirm that Eudoxus studied in 
Egypt, other scholars have conjectured that Diogenes’s text 
originally referred not to Dialogues of Dogs ( kyon ) but to Dia¬ 
logues of the Dead ( nekron ); Bernal even suggests that some 
of his translations “may well have come from the [Egyptian] 
Book of the Dead.” 12 Of course, that too is not impossible, but 
it is hardly very likely. Even assuming that he wrote about 
the dead, rather than about dogs, there is little appropriate 
subject matter for a Greek philosophical dialogue in the so- 
called Book of the Dead, an Egyptian collection of spells for 
the journey of the soul through the Duat, the Egyptian Un¬ 
derworld, to an afterlife of bliss in the field of reeds. 73 
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DID PLATO STUDY IN EGYPT? 

So much for the priests’ claim that everything for which these 
Greeks were admired “was brought from Egypt.” 74 Now we 
must ask if their assertions about Greek dependency could 
possibly apply to the most famous of these philosophers, 
Plato. We are in a better position to assess the accuracy of the 
priests’ statement, because Plato’s works have survived, and 
much more information is available about his life. Plato never 
says in any of his writings that he went to Egypt, and there is 
no reference to such a visit in the semibiographical Seventh 
Epistle. 75 But in his dialogues he refers to some Egyptian 
myths and customs. He speaks about tame fish in Nile aquar¬ 
iums, about the Egyptian love of money, about the Egyptian 
practice of mummification. 76 Socrates swears by the dog-god 
Anubis, and he tells the story of how the Egyptian god Theuth 
(or Thoth, who was identified by the Greeks with Hermes) in¬ 
vented numbers, writing, and so on. 77 Plato relates that Solon 
was told by an old Egyptian priest that the Greeks were mere 
children in the history of the world. 78 In his Laws Plato ap¬ 
proves the Egyptian practice of forbidding change in tradi¬ 
tional religious music. 79 None of these references shows a 
profound or first-hand knowledge of Egypt. Moreover, his 
chronology is shaky. Solon’s travels may predate Amasis’s 
reign by some thirty years. 80 Plato’s genealogy of Solon’s family 
is off by two generations. 81 The story of Solon’s conversation 
with the priests bears a close resemblance to Herodotus’s ac¬ 
count of how the Greek visitor Hecataeus boasted to the priests 
in Thebes that he could trace his family back sixteen genera¬ 
tions, and they countered with a family tree that went back 
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845 generations. 82 Plato, of course, was not a historian, and 
the rather superficial knowledge of Egypt displayed in his di¬ 
alogues, along with vague chronology, is more characteristic 
of historical fiction than of history. 

In fact, anecdotes about his visit to Egypt only turn up in writ¬ 
ers of the later Hellenistic period. What better way to explain his 
several references to Egypt than to assume that the author had 
some first-hand knowledge of the customs he describes? For au¬ 
thors dating from the fourth century and earlier, ancient biogra¬ 
phers were compelled to use as their principal source material 
the author’s own works. In order to account for his knowledge of 
the topography of Ithaca, Homer’s biographers assumed that he 
had traveled to Ithaca as a young man, and some even said that 
his father was Telemachus, son of Odysseus, so sis to give him a 
direct connection to the principal characters of the Odyssey. 83 

Later biographers add details to the story of Plato’s Egypt¬ 
ian travels in order to provide etiologies for the “Egyptian” 
reference in his writings. One such anecdote is attributed to 
the philosopher Crantor (ca. 300 B.C.). Crantor wrote that 
Plato’s contemporaries, in fun, said that he had modeled the 
ideal state described in his Republic on Egypt, and that in re¬ 
sponse to this criticism Plato attributed to the Egyptians the 
story of Atlantis and Athens in his dialogue Timaeus. 8 * Bernal 
would like to take the story of the Egyptian roots of the Re¬ 
public at face value. 86 But the true origin of the anecdote was 
probably a joke in some comedy, which was later taken seri¬ 
ously. Ancient biographers like to connect specific works with 
an event in a writer’s life. 86 Another anecdote relates how Plato 
(presumably as a very young man) traveled to Egypt with the 
tragic poet Euripides. Biographers imagined that Euripides 
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had gone to Egypt because his drama Helen is set in Egypt. 87 
Another reason for t hinking he went to Egypt is that in the 
prologue to his now lost drama Archelaus he alludes to 
Anaxagoras’s theory of the inundation of the Nile. 88 The anec¬ 
dote about Plato and Euripides provides a setting where one 
of Euripides’ most famous sayings can be used as the punch 
line. While in Egypt, Euripides fell ill and was cured by 
Egyptian priests with seawater; that explains why he said 
“the sea washes away all human ills.” 89 

Later biographers were even more inventive. In a letter that 
purports to have been sent by Phaedrus to Plato in Sais, Plato is 
studying the question of the “all” and Phaedrus asks for informa¬ 
tion about the pyramids and unusual Egyptian animals. 90 But 
the most ironic anecdote of all is preserved by the church father 
Tertullian (160-240 A.D.). Plato studied in Egypt with Hermes the 
“Thrice Great” (Trismegistus). This is tantamount to saying that 
Plato studied with himself after his death. Hermes Trismegistus 
was thought to have been the grandson of the god Hermes, the 
god identified by the Greeks with the Egyptian god Thoth. Ac¬ 
cording to the story, Hermes Trismegistus transferred the writ¬ 
ings of Thoth from stelae to books, which were then translated 
into Greek. But in chapter 41 shall explain why the works of Her¬ 
mes could not have been written without the conceptual vocabu¬ 
lary developed by Plato and Aristotle; it is deeply influenced not 
just by Plato but by the writings of Neoplatonist philosophers in 
the early centuries A.D . 91 But the zeal to discover cultural depen¬ 
dency was so great that any inconsistencies were overlooked. 

Biographers offered several different accounts of Plato’s 
studies in Egypt. In the Timaeus Plato tells how the god 
taught mankind to reckon by the stars and calculate the 
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length of a year. 92 Centuries after his death, writers assumed 
that he acquired this interest in mathematics (even though 
Plato says nothing specific about it in the dialogue) in Egypt. 
When Strabo visited Heliopolis in the first century B.c. he was 
shown the houses where Eudoxus and Plato lived during the 
thirteen years they spent with the Egyptian priests. They had 
come there (so Strabo was told) to learn about the heavens 
from the priests, but the priests concealed most of what they 
knew, and told them only some of their theories, though they 
taught them how to calculate accurately the number of days 
in a year. 93 Later writers are even more specific: Plato is said 
to have heard specifically from one Sechnupis of Heliopolis 
the story of Theuth that he tells in the Phaedrus . 94 According 
to Diogenes Laertius, in the third century A.D. Plato went to 
Egypt to study with Egyptian seers. 96 But whoever his teach¬ 
ers were supposed to be, Plato seems never to have learned 
from them anything that is characteristically Egyptian, at 
least so far as we know about Egyptian theology from Egypt¬ 
ian sources. Instead, Plato’s notion of the Egyptians remains 
s imilar to that of other Athenians; he did not so much change 
the Athenian notion of Egyptian culture as enrich and ideal¬ 
ize it, so that it could provide a dramatic and instructive con¬ 
trast with Athenian customs in his dialogues. 96 

WHY SHOULD GREEKS HAVE 
STUDIED IN EGYPT? 

The Greeks, as we have seen, were eager to connect themselves 
in whatever way they could to Egypt. If any vague possibility 
suggested itself, biographers quickly turned it into “evidence” of 
contact or influence. The process is well illustrated by case of the 
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sixth-centuiy B.c. philosopher Thales, about whom little was 
known until many centuries after his death. Both Diogenes 
Laertius in the third century and Plutarch in the second century 
A.D. assume that Thales studied in Egypt. The reason? Thales 
had a theory about the inundation of the Nile, and he was inter¬ 
ested in geometry. 97 He also said that water was the first princi¬ 
ple, and the Egyptians believed that the earth floated on water. 
The same type of “evidence” explains why the poet Homer would 
have studied in Egypt: he calls Ocean, the mythical stream that 
surrounds the earth, the origin of the gods. 98 Why insist that it 
was in Egypt that Thales and Homer learned about the impor¬ 
tance of water, when the idea is inherent also in Babylonian 
mythology? The Greeks had such a high regard for Egyptian reli¬ 
gion and laws, because they understood so little about them; 
quite unrealistically, they thought of the country as a utopia. 

The Greeks respected Egypt for the great antiquity of its 
civilization, but the Egyptians had a more urgent reason for 
wanting to assert their priority over the Greeks. 99 Because in 
Herodotus’s day the country was under Persian domination, 
and then was ruled by Greeks after Alexander’s conquest, one 
of the few remaining ways for them to maintain national 
pride was through their history. Unfortunately we have no di¬ 
rect information about what the Egyptians said; all we know 
is what Greek visitors reported. But we can get a sense of why 
they asserted the priority of their own ideas from the litera¬ 
ture of another ethnic group who lived in Alexandria during 
the last three centuries B.c. The Jews shared the Egyptians’ 
patronizing attitude toward the dominant Greek culture. 
Jewish historians were determined to show that although the 
Jewish people were now subject to Greeks, they not only 
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understood Greek culture but had themselves provided the 
inspiration for the authors of the sacred writings and cher¬ 
ished literature of their conquerors’ civilization. They sought 
both to instill pride and to encourage Hellenized Jews to re¬ 
turn to the faith of their fathers. 100 Although the works of 
these writers are now lost, we know something about what 
they wrote from citations and quotations in Christian authors. 

Wherever possible, these writers sought to show that 
Greek religion and philosophy had been inspired by Hebrew 
ideas. The mythical Greek singer Musaeus was none other 
than Moses. 101 This identification of the two disparate figures 
of Moses and Musaeus would almost certainly have seemed 
less farfetched to an ancient audience than it does to us. The 
ancients would have been impressed by the similarities in the 
sound of the two names, since etymologies in the ancient 
world were not at all scientific but often based simply on sim¬ 
ilarity of sound. Furthermore, both Musaeus and Moses could 
be considered as founders of their respective civilizations. 102 

But an even more definitive assertion of the derivative na¬ 
ture of Greek culture was made by an Alexandrian Jew called 
Aristobulus in the second century B.c . 103 Aristobulus did not 
hesitate to invent information, or to report information in¬ 
vented by others. He even made up verses that he attributed 
to the famous Greek writers, in order to “prove” that these fa¬ 
mous Greeks had believed in a single male deity (in reality, of 
course, they were resolutely polytheistic). 104 Although the 
Greeks believed that the Goddess Earth was the ancestor of 
all the gods and in effect the mother of the universe as we 
know it, according to Aristobulus (or some other Jewish 
forger) Sophocles said “God is one in very truth, who fashioned 
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heaven and broad earth.” 105 Most Greeks thought that pun¬ 
ishment after death had been meted out only to the great sin¬ 
ners of mythology, but according to the Jewish verse-writers, 
Euripides in the fifth century B.c. advised the sinners in his 
audience, “Give heed, you who think there is no God” because 
they would in time come to pay the penalty. 106 

Aristobulus also claimed that Pythagoras, Socrates, and 
Plato had “heard the voice of God,” that is, the God of the He¬ 
brews, and that they had believed that the universe was sus¬ 
tained by him. 107 He said that the Greek philosophers 
Pythagoras, Socrates, and Plato knew and studied the books 
of Moses, that is, the Torah or Pentateuch, the first five books 
of the Bible: “Plato followed our system of law, and clearly 
worked out every detail in it.” 108 In order to explain how Plato 
had access to Jewish wisdom, Aristobulus said that Plato was 
able to consult a Greek translation of the Bible. This transla¬ 
tion would have had to be available several centuries before 
the composition of the Septuagint, which is of course the only 
Greek translation of the Old Testament that anyone else 
knows about. 109 “It is evident,” Aristobulus wrote, “that Plato 
took many ideas from it—for he was very learned, and so did 
Pythagoras who imported many of our [i.e., Jewish] ideas into 
his philosophical writings.” 110 

Of course no scholar today would take seriously the claim 
that Plato’s philosophy derives from Moses, because in his sur¬ 
viving works Plato, like most Greeks of his day, does not refer 
to any Hebrew writings or writers and cannot possibly have 
known the language. In fact, nothing in his surviving works 
suggests that he even knew who Moses was, much less read 
what Aristobulus and Jews of his era would have regarded as 
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his “works,” that is, the Torah. Nonetheless some influential 
members of the Jewish community in second-century Alexan¬ 
dria were prepared to believe that Plato derived his ideas 
about the law from Moses, and that Moses was the same per¬ 
son as Musaeus. As a result, by the first century A.D., some 
people believed that Plato, while in Egypt, studied with 
Moses. The Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria and the 
Jewish historian Josephus both speak of Moses’ influence on 
Plato. 111 But perhaps the most forceful contention about 
Plato’s dependency was made by a pagan philosopher, the sec¬ 
ond-century A.D. neo-Pythagorean Numenius of Apamea in 
Syria, who simply asked, “For what is Plato other than Moses in 
Attic Greek?” 112 We have no idea of the context in which Nu¬ 
menius made this (to us) bizarre assertion, hut no clearer evi¬ 
dence survives to show how at that time even pagan 
philosophers were eager to point out all possible similarities 
between pagan and Jewish thought. 

So far as we can tell, these Jewish historians sought only to 
show that the famous Greek philosophers were dependent on 
Hebrew thought, not that the Greeks were lacking in ideas of 
their own or in any way reluctant to acknowledge tljieir debt 
to the Jews. Evidently Greeks and Jews in second-century 
Alexandria communicated more effectively with each other 
than either did with the natives of the country they inhab¬ 
ited. 113 But later church fathers like Clement of Alexandria 
(150-215 A.D.) and Eusebius (ca. 260-340 A.D.) took a decid¬ 
edly more hostile line. 114 Clement, for example, accused the 
Greeks of theft and plagiarism: “They not only stole their reli¬ 
gious doctrines from the barbarians, but they also imitated 
our [that is, Jewish] doctrines.” 116 He also reiterated 
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Herodotus’s mistaken claim that the Greeks took from the 
Egyptians the doctrine of transmigration of the soul. 

The determination of both Jews and Christians to assert 
the priority of Hebrew culture over the Greeks helps to ex¬ 
plain why the Egyptians were eager to point out to Greek vis¬ 
itors that the famous Greeks had been inspired by Egyptian 
learning. It was a way of asserting the importance of their 
culture, especially in a time when they had little or no politi¬ 
cal powers. The Greeks were willing to listen to what they 
were told because of their respect for the antiquity of Egypt¬ 
ian religion and civilization, and a desire somehow to be con¬ 
nected with it. But as we have seen, there is no reason to 
believe that Greeks derived their philosophy or learning from 
Egypt, despite their great (and wholly justified) respect for 
Egyptian piety and knowledge. 116 Both Egyptians and Greeks 
liked to believe that famous Greeks had studied there, but the 
evidence that they did so is both inconsistent and late. 

Because of the Egyptians’ sophistication in geometry and 
astronomy, it is tempting to speculate about possible Greek 
borrowings. 117 But as Robert Palter has observed in his im¬ 
portant study of Greek science, “influence tracing requires 
care.” Borrowing is not the only possible explanation for simi¬ 
lar practices, because even complex ideas can be developed in¬ 
dependently. 118 There was considerable cultural interchange 
throughout the Mediterranean in the eighth and seventh cen¬ 
turies B.C., which affected both scientific thought and artistic 
style. 119 But even if the Greeks had been able to take advan¬ 
tage of Egyptian expertise in certain areas, that would not 
mean that they had “robbed” Egypt of her knowledge, because 
knowledge (and culture) cannot be “stolen” like objets d’art. 120 



90 NOT OUT OF AFRICA 


The priests’ assertions to Diodorus that “everything for which 
[the famous Greeks] were admired by the Greeks was trans¬ 
ferred from Egypt” no doubt had a direct emotional appeal. 121 
But the fate of Jewish ethnic historians like Aristobulus offer 
a warning to modem advocates of Greek cultural dependency. 
How many people have ever heard of Aristobulus? And, more 
importantly, who believes him? 



FOUR 


THE MYTH OF THE 
EGYPTIAN MYSTERY 
SYSTEM 


E ven after nineteenth-century scholars showed that the 
reports of Greek visitors to Egypt misunderstood and 
misrepresented what they saw, the myth that Greek philoso¬ 
phy derived from Egypt is still in circulation. The myth is not 
only believed, but is being taught as if it were the truth, and 
as if no progress had been made in our knowledge of Egypt 
since the eighteenth century. How the myth has managed to 
survive, despite all evidence and scholarship that demon¬ 
strates its falsity, is a fascinating story. In this chapter, I will 
describe how the notion of an Egyptian legacy was preserved 
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in the literature and ritual of Freemasonry. It was from that 
source that Afrocentrists learned about it, and then sought to 
find confirmation for the primacy of Egypt over Greece in the 
fantasies of ancient writers, like Herodotus and Diodorus. In 
the next chapter, I will discuss how and why in this century 
Afrocentrist writers went beyond the claims of the Freema¬ 
sons, who speak only of Egyptian origins and not of deliberate 
theft on the part of the ancient Greeks. 

In order to show that Greek philosophy is in reality stolen 
Egyptian philosophy, Afrocentrist writers assume that there 
was in existence from earliest times an “Egyptian Mystery 
System,” which was copied by the Greeks. The existence of 
this “Mystery System” is integral to the notion that Greek 
philosophy was stolen, because it provides a basis for assum¬ 
ing that Greek philosophers had a particular reason for 
studying in Egypt, and for claiming that what they later 
wrote about in Greek was originally Egyptian philosophy. 

The most elaborate account of the alleged theft and plagia¬ 
rism is given in Stolen Legacy (1954). Its author, George G. M. 
James, taught Greek and mathematics at several colleges in 
Arkansas. Although the foundation on which his thesis rests 
is the notion of the Egyptian Mystery System, James does not 
supply an account of its origins and development. Rather, he 
treats the notion of Egyptian mysteries, temples, and schools 
as if their existence were an established fact. But in reality, 
the notion of an Egyptian Mystery System is a relatively mod¬ 
em fiction, based on ancient sources that are distinctively 
Greek, or Greco-Roman, and from the early centuries A.D. 
How did these fundamentally Greek practices come to be un¬ 
derstood as originally Egyptian? 



The Myth of the Egyptian Mystery System 93 


WHY GREEKS THOUGHT EGYPTIANS 
CELEBRATED MYSTERIES 

The notion that the Egyptian religion involved mysteries orig¬ 
inated with the Greeks who visited Egypt and had difficulty 
understanding what they were shown. 1 Throughout the Greek 
world, there were from earliest times cults that required spe¬ 
cial rituals of admission. These were known as mystery or ini¬ 
tiation cults (from the Greek word myeisthai, to be initiated). 
The modem term mystery cult can be misleading, because 
many of these rituals were not completely secret; also, the ini¬ 
tiation rites were usually relatively brief, lasting no longer 
than a few days or the duration of a festival. But initiates into 
Greek mystery or initiation cults regarded themselves as spe¬ 
cially privileged, because they had access to information and 
practices which were not revealed to non-initiates. 

The Greeks who visited Egypt thought of Egyptian cults as 
having mystery rites because they were carried out by a spe¬ 
cially consecrated priesthood. The notion of a consecrated 
priesthood was foreign to Greece, where most priests and 
priestesses served their gods on a part-time or temporary ba¬ 
sis, and lived like other civilians. Egyptian priests were per¬ 
manently attached to each temple, where they tended the 
statue of the god where the god was believed to reside. They 
distinguished themselves from the rest of the population by 
their religious learning, as well as by their costume, eating, 
and living habits. Because the Egyptian priests had access to 
special knowledge, and lived differently from the rest of the 
population, the Greeks imagined that they had been initiated 
into something like their own mystery cults. But in reality the 
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festivals of the Egyptian gods were open to the public and not 
restricted to special groups of initiates. 2 

If there were no mystery cults in Egypt, where did the idea 
of an Egyptian Mystery System come from? George G. M. 
James, the author of Stolen Legacy, appears to have been mis¬ 
led by relying on Masonic literature, rather than standard his¬ 
tories of religion. As his principal source of information about 
the Egyptian mysteries, James cites a book written in 1909 by 
the Reverend Charles H. Vail, a thirty-second degree Mason, 
called The Ancient Mysteries and Modem Masonry. 3 In this 
book Vail speaks of public mysteries, such as those celebrated 
by Egyptian priests in the rites of the god Osiris and in the 
schools founded in Greece by Initiates. He quotes directly from 
only one ancient source: Plutarch’s On Isis and Osiris, which he 
claims is a description of the “mysteries” of Isis. Vail speaks of 
“Initiates,” but in fact Plutarch is not describing a special ritual 
of initiation for laypeople, he is discussing the training of the 
priests who are the bearers of Isis’s sacred objects ( hieraphori ) 
and the wearers of her special vestments ( hierostoloi ), and who 
know the sacred story ( hieron logon). 4 None of the passages 
from On Isis and Osiris that Vail cites describes what the an¬ 
cients would have regarded as a mystery or initiation cult; 
rather, Vail seems to have confused the ancient and modem 
meanings of mystery. Plutarch does not use the term mysterion 
in connection with special arcane learning of the priests. 5 

In practice, mystery cults only came to Egypt after the third 
century B.C., as Greeks began to settle in the newly founded 
Greek city of Alexandria. These mystery rites were observed 
by Greeks living in Egypt, rather than by native Egyptians. 
Pagan writers were reluctant to describe exactly what went on 
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in mystery cults, because the experience was supposed to be se¬ 
cret. But Christian writers were restrained by no such scruples, 
and it is from them that much of our knowledge of these cults is 
derived. A description of such a mystery cult is preserved by the 
fourth-century A.D. monk Epiphanius. It is a ritual which took 
place on January 6 at the temple of the Maiden (the Koreion ) in 
Alexandria. After an all-night vigil, the celebrants descended 
into a cave with torches and brought up a wooden statue. They 
then carried the statue seven times around the inner sanctuary 
of the temple. Epiphanius observes that “when asked what the 
initiation ( mysterion ) was, they replied that the Maiden ( Kore ) 
at this hour, on this day, had given birth to a son, Eternity 
( Aion ).” 6 Vail seems to think the cult has something to do with 
Isis, but the Maiden of the ritual is not Isis but Persephone, the 
Greek goddess of the Underworld, and the ritual is similar to 
the famous mysteries at Eleusis in Athens, where the birth of 
her child was celebrated. 7 Yet Vail offers this distinctively Greek 
cult as an example of an “Egyptian Mystery.” 

Only one Egyptian ritual had some of the characteristics of 
a Greek mystery cult, and that is the procession of priests in 
honor of Isis, as we know about it from the second-century A.D. 
Latin writer Apuleius, who was bom in Madaura in North 
Africa. Apuleius provides a vivid description of a priest’s initia¬ 
tion in his novel Metamorphoses, better known as The Golden 
Ass. In his book, the cult of Isis appears to be international: 
the hero Lucius is initiated as a priest of Isis in Greece, and 
then moves to Rome. 8 

The ritual of Isis that Apuleius describes is a trial of absti¬ 
nence and obedience. Lucius, the candidate, must avoid forbid¬ 
den food, and wait patiently until summoned to the initiation; 
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in this case the sign comes to Lucius in a dream. He is then led 
to the temple by the high priest of Isis, and instructed from sa¬ 
cred books written in “indecipherable letters.” 9 He buys spe¬ 
cial clothes, and goes to the baths, where he is sprinkled by, 
the high priest with pure water. He fasts for ten days, forbid¬ 
den to eat meat and drink wine. Then, toward evening, he goes 
to the temple and receives gifts while sitting at the feet of the 
goddess’s statue. He puts on a new linen gown and is admit¬ 
ted by the high priest to the innermost recesses of the sanctu¬ 
ary. Lucius refuses to tell the reader exactly what he saw and 
did there, except in the most general terms: 

Hear then and believe; what I tell you is true. I arrived at 
the boundary of death. After I had stepped on the threshold 
of Proserpina, I was carried through all the elements and 
returned. I saw the sun s hining with brilliant light in the 
middle of the night. I came face to face with the gods of the 
lower world and the gods of the upper world and wor¬ 
shipped them from close at hand. Behold, I have told you 
everything, but although you have heard it, you must be ig¬ 
norant of what I have said. 10 

The next day he wears the twelve stoles that mark him as 
an initiate. He is then dressed in vestments with elaborate 
designs; he holds a torch in his right hand and wears a crown 
of palm leaves. He is shown to the crowd, and then allowed to 
celebrate the conclusion of his initiation with a feast. 11 

This ritual conflates Greco-Roman ideas with Egyptian 
practices. The distinctive costume of the priests, their asceti¬ 
cism, and the “secret” hieroglyphic books are clearly Egyptian. 
The twelve stoles worn by the candidate may represent the 
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hours of the sun god’s journey through the day; in Egyptian 
mythology the soul of the dead man is united with the sun god 
by day, and then returns to be united by night with Osiris, the 
god of the Underworld. 12 But other elements of the ceremony 
are clearly non-Egyptian. The notion that the initiate travels 
through the elements (earth, air, fire, water) comes from 
Mithraism. The cult of Mithras, which the Greeks imagined to 
be an import from Persia, was popular in second-century Italy, 
and Mithras him s elf was associated with the sun god. Alterna¬ 
tion of fight and darkness are common to Mithraism and to 
various Greek cults, such as the Mysteries at Eleusis. 13 

The Egyptian myths describe the journey of a dead man’s soul 
and the travels of the sun god. But there is one important respect 
in which Lucius’s initiation differs from these narratives: he is a 
living man, who will not travel to the world of the blest, but will 
return to human fife. 14 This aspect of Lucius’s initiation is funda¬ 
mentally Greco-Roman. It is the ancient story of the hero who 
descends to the world of the Dead before his time and returns a 
wiser man, to tell his story to others who have not shared and 
cannot really understand the nature of his experience. 15 
Apuleius was of course familiar with Homer’s Odyssey. In this 
epic, which was a basic text in schools in the Greek-speaking 
world, fhe hero Odysseus goes to the edge of the earth to talk to 
the shades of the dead and to learn what will happen to him in 
the future. 16 In Virgil’s Aeneid, the first-century B.c. Roman na¬ 
tional epic that makes deliberate reference to the Odyssey, Ae¬ 
neas goes to the Lower World to see what happens to people who 
disobey the gods, and to learn from his father why he must carry 
out the task, despite all the pain it has cost him, of founding the 
city of Rome. 17 Virgil describes the descent as a kind of initiation. 
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Aeneas must find and carry a special talisman, the golden 
bough. He must make special sacrifices. None but he can ac¬ 
company the Sibyl of Cumae, who will serve as his guide to 
the underworld: “Stay back, stay back, you who are not initi¬ 
ated (profani ), leave this grove; and you, Aeneas, take your 
sword from its sheath! Now is the time for courage and a firm 
heart.” 18 When Lucius tells his Latin-speaking readers that 
he has stepped on the threshold of Proserpina and ap¬ 
proached the boundaries of death, the image of Aeneas de¬ 
scending to the Lower World would surely have come to mind. 

But it is this hybrid ceremony, with its long preparation, 
special learning, journeys, and trials, and not an indigenous 
Egyptian rite, that became known in Europe as the example 
par excellence of an “Egyptian” initiation* 19 The fourth-century 
A.D. pagan philosopher Iamblichus imagines that Pythagoras 
underwent many such initiations during the twenty-two years 
that he spent in Egypt, studying Egyptian religion, astronomy, 
and geometry. 20 Adding to the confusion is Apuleius’s reference 
to the priest’s special books, 21 which are written in indecipher¬ 
able letters. Some of these books indicated through various 
forms of animals condensed versions of liturgical learning; oth¬ 
ers were shielded from being read by the curiosity of the unini¬ 
tiated ( profani ) because their extremities were knotted, curved 
like wheels, or twisted like vines. 

These books were papyrus rolls, written in hieratic script. 22 
We know from other sources that Egyptian priests used such 
books. A first-century A.D. temple scribe and Stoic philosopher 
Chaeremon (an Egyptian who wrote in Greek) describes the 
priests’ piety and their knowledge of astronomy, arithmetic, 
and geometry; this learning was recorded in sacred books. 23 
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Clement of Alexandria preserves a description of a procession 
of Egyptian priests carrying forty-two treatises containing 
what he calls “all of Egyptian philosophy.” First comes a 
Chanter, with some symbols of music; he must learn two 
books of Hermes, which are hymns to the gods and regula¬ 
tions for the life of the king. Then comes an Astrologer, with 
the symbols of his subject; he must know the four astrological 
books of Hermes, which deal with the stars, and the move¬ 
ments of the sun and the moon. Then comes the Scribe, who 
knows hieroglyphics, cosmography, geography, and all about 
the equipment of the priests and their ceremony. After him 
comes the Stole-keeper, who knows about the training of 
priests and about sacrifices; there are ten books which deal 
with details of worship. The last in the procession is the 
Prophet, who carries a special vase of Nile water, 24 and after 
him come attendants with loaves of bread. The Prophet is the 
governor of the Temple, and he must learn the ten books that 
deal with the laws, the gods, and the training of the priests; he 
also supervises the distribution of the temple revenues. These 
priests among them know the contents of thirty-six books. But 
the Pastophoroi, or image-bearers, must know six other books 
of Hermes that deal with the body, diseases, instruments, 
medicines, the eyes, and women.? 5 

This passage helps to explain why James thinks that there 
was a corpus of Egyptian philosophy available for the Greeks 
to plagiarize. James discusses the procession of Egyptian 
priests twice in his book, first as a description of Egyptian 
priestly orders, and then as evidence for the priestly “curricu¬ 
lum” in the Egyptian Mystery System. 26 But in order to show 
that the Greeks “stole” their philosophy from these books, or 
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others like them, James is compelled to assume that the 
works Clement lists in the second century A.D. are copies of 
much more ancient writings. Although that is possible, even if 
we ignore the problem of chronology, the forty-two books of 
Hermes in Clement’s list do not seem to be concerned with the 
kind of abstract problems that the Greeks dealt with in their 
philosophical writings. 27 Rather, the forty-two books of Her¬ 
mes seem to contain practical information and regulations, 
specific to Egyptian religion; Clement’s general topic is in fact 
the debt of Greco-Roman religion to other cultures. When 
Clement speaks of them as containing “all of Egyptian philos¬ 
ophy (philosophic »),” he is referring to learning or knowledge 
of the occult, to spells and magic. 28 

Although James concentrates on the forty-two books of 
“philosophy” catalogued by Clement, the principal source of 
the notion that there was a corpus of Egyptian philosophy de¬ 
rives from yet another, and even later source, the so-called 
Hermetica or discourses of Hermes. These are writings that 
were supposed to have been composed at the beginning of time 
by Hermes the Thrice-great ( trismegistos ), grandson of the god 
Hermes, who was identified with the Egyptian god Thoth. 29 
The pagan writer Iamblichus (ca. 250-326 A.D.), who believed 
that these discourses were authentic, says that one of the au¬ 
thors he consulted knew of 20,000, and another 36,525 such 
treatises. 30 But the two dozen discourses attributed to Her¬ 
mes that have come down to us are not Egyptian at all. 
Rather, they are treatises written in Greek centuries after the 
deaths of the famous Greek philosophers they purport to have 
inspired. As Isaac Casaubon showed in 1614, this small col¬ 
lection of writings could not be as early as Iamblichus and 
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other ancient writers thought, because its author or authors 
were much influenced by the very writers that Hermes the 
Thrice-great was supposed to have inspired, especially Plato, 
and his much later followers the Neoplatonists, not to men¬ 
tion the Hellenistic Hebrew writers known as Gnostics. There 
is no record of any Egyptian-language original from which 
they were derived, and it is clear from both their style and 
their vocabulary that they could not have been composed 
without the conceptual vocabulary and rhetoric developed by 
the Greek philosophers in the fourth century B.C. 

Why did the Greek author or authors of the discourses of 
Hermes pretend that their writings were written by Egyptians 
at the dawn of time? It would be wrong to imagine that these 
writings were forgeries in the modem sense. Rather, the 
Greek authors were following the standard conventions of a 
type of historical fiction that was popular in antiquity among 
both the Greeks and the Hebrews. In order to make their work 
seem more impressive, ancient writers concealed their real 
names and pretended to be famous historical figures and to 
have been living in earlier times. Often ancient writers of his¬ 
torical fiction claim to have found a hidden document, or to 
have translated a text from an ancient language. 31 The story of 
the “discovery” of the discourses of Hermes follows that estab¬ 
lished pattern. In the fourth century Iamblichus explains that 
an otherwise unknown “prophet” Bitys had found Hermes’ 
teaching inscribed in hieroglyphics in the inner sanctuary of 
the temple at Sais and translated (!) them for “ kin g Ammon,” 
by whom he meant the god Amun or Amun-Re. 32 Iamblichus 
accounts for the presence of the technical vocabulary of Greek 
philosophy in these “early” Egyptian texts by insisting that the 
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texts have been translated skillfully: “The books of Hermes 
contain Hermetic thought, even though they employ philo¬ 
sophical language. They were translated from the Egyptian 
language by men who knew philosophy.” 33 

Similarly, the author of a Hermetic treatise addressed to 
“king Ammon” pretends that his discourse has been trans¬ 
lated; from Egyptian into Greek, and warns that the god’s phi¬ 
losophy will suffer in translation. His characterization of 
Egyptian must be intended for an audience ignorant of that 
language, because what he says about it could be applied to 
any language, including Greek itself. The writer of the trea¬ 
tise puts his discourse into the mouth of the god Asclepius. 
Asclepius begs the god Amun to prevent his words from being 
translated into Greek, because Egyptian is more powerM 
and onomatopoeic than Greek: 

Therefore, my king, so far as it is within your power, and 
you can do anything, keep this discourse untranslated, and 
do not let mysteries this great come to the Greeks, and do 
not let the extravagant, verbose, and (as it were) dandified 
phrasing of the Greek make the solemnity and solidity, and 
the energetic phrasing of our words disappear. For the 
Greeks compose discourses that are empty of effective 
proofs, and the philosophy of the Greeks is philopsophy 
[that is, not love of wisdom but love of noise], but we do not 
use empty discourses, but sounds full of action. 34 

One imagines that this gentle mockery of their rhetoric gave 
his Greek-speaking audience some pleasure. It is of course 
flattery in disguise, since it makes the Greeks seem artful and 
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sophisticated, while the Egyptians are direct, sincere, and 
closer to nature. 

Why did the Greek author of this treatise want to pretend 
that he was an Egyptian? Probably because, like other Greeks 
who had some acquaintance with Egypt, he admired the antiq¬ 
uity of Egypt and its religion. 36 Like Iamblichus, he had some 
knowledge of Egyptian theology, and of the Egyptian creator- 
god who made the universe. 36 But in this and in the other trea¬ 
tises of the surviving books of Hermes, he seeks to defend 
Egyptian religion not so much by explaining it on its own 
terms, but by making it appear to resemble the Greek philos¬ 
ophy of his time, Neoplatonism. Unlike modem anthropolo¬ 
gists, who seek to represent foreign cultures so far as possible 
on their own terms, the ancient Greeks judged other civiliza¬ 
tions by comparison with themselves. Hence the highest com¬ 
pliment that they could pay to another civilization was to 
show that it had in some way inspired the Greek ideas and 
practices that they admired. In particular, they seemed to pre¬ 
fer to believe that this wisdom, although actually Greek, in 
fact derived from or was dependent upon barbarian sources. 
Thus forgeries like the Hermetica had the distinct advantage 
of providing proof positive of the theory to which they owed 
their existence. 37 Iamblichus, the fourth-century pagan 
philosopher, uses the Hermetic writings to defend the Egyp¬ 
tians against another Greek who regarded their religion as 
less philosophical than his own. The Greek philosopher Por¬ 
phyry had argued that the Egyptians believed only in corpo¬ 
real beings, and not in incorporeal essences. 38 But on the basis 
of the Hermetic writings Iamblichus can claim that Egyptian 
philosophy is like Neoplatonic philosophy, with its ideal forms 
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and notion of a god who founded the universe. He insists that 
Pythagoras and Plato read the writings of Hermes on old stelae 
in hieroglyphics. 39 On that basis he concludes that the Egyptian 
priests had access to a special body of knowledge inaccessible to 
ordinary persons. Hence he characterized Egyptian theology as 
a mystery that could be understood only by those who are initi¬ 
ated into its secrets. 40 He imagined that hieroglyphics were 
symbols and secret signs, though as we now know they were 
used primarily to represent specific sounds, like an alphabet. 

If the books that were supposed to have contained Egyptian 
philosophy either did not refer to philosophy at all or were 
Greek philosophical treatises written by Greeks, and if the 
Egyptians themselves had no special mysteries or initiations, 
other than in the Greco-Roman version of the cult of Isis, is 
there any ancient support for James’s notion that there was a 
universalized “Egyptian Mystery System”? The only possible 
ancient analogue was the cult of Isis. By the second century 
A.D. the worship of Isis had been imported into most major set¬ 
tlements. A first-century B.c. hymn claims that she is wor¬ 
shipped throughout the Mediterranean world. 41 A hymn to Isis 
on second-century a.d. papyrus fists sixty-seven towns in the 
Nile Delta (the section that dealt with upper Egypt is lost), 
and fifty-five places outside Egypt, in Greece, the Greek is¬ 
lands, Asia Minor, Syria, Arabia, Rome, and Italy. 42 The hymn 
writer’s claims may be exaggerated. Also, he includes among 
the nations where Isis is worshipped places about which he 
could have had little or no real information: he fists the Ama¬ 
zons (who exist only in myth), the Indians, the Persians, and 
the Magi. But in any case only the Greeks and Romans would 
have understood the special training of the priests as initia- 
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tions or mysteries. In Egypt, and presumably in any other 
place where Isis was worshipped, the rites would have had a 
different, and indeed more traditional, significance. 

James, however, does not discuss the cult of Isis, but in¬ 
stead speaks of a “Grand Lodge” in Egypt, known as the 
Osiriaca. According to James, the Grand Lodge always met in 
the temple at Luxor, and all lodges in the rest of the world are 
modeled on this temple. 43 James does not explain why the al¬ 
leged site of this Grand Lodge should be called the Osiriaca. 
The choice of name is curious, because the god worshipped 
there by the Egyptians was not Osiris, but Amun-Re. Amun- 
Re’s Luxor temple was known as his “harem,” and the god 
was closely associated in the temple cult with the fertility god 
Min. 44 As the authority for his account of the Grand Lodge, 
James once again cites Vail’s Ancient Myths and Modern Ma¬ 
sonry , but there is nothing about the Luxor temple on the 
pages he refers to. Vail in fact does not say that there was a 
Grand Lodge in Egypt which met in the temple of Luxor 45 Ac¬ 
cording to Vail (and this is the usual Masonic view) Masonic 
temples in modem times are all modeled on the Temple of 
Solomon in Jerusalem: 

The Lodge represents King Solomon’s Temple. The Temple 
is a symbolic image of the universe, and as such is symbolic 
in all its parts and arrangements, therefore, the temple of 
Solomon resembles all the temples of antiquity that prac¬ 
ticed the Mysteries 46 

James appears to have transferred the archetypal Grand 
Lodge to Egypt in order to lend greater credibility to the al¬ 
leged Egyptian origins of his “Mystery System.” 47 
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HOW DID THE MYTH OF AN EGYPTIAN MYS¬ 
TERY SYSTEM COME TO BE PRESERVED IN 

FREEMASONRY? 

\ 

We now need to account for the long life of the strange and 
fundamentally Greek myths about a secret Egyptian “philoso¬ 
phy” and special “Egyptian mysteries.” James’s insistence on 
the importance of lodges in the Egyptian Mystery System pro¬ 
vides the basic clue to the reason for the myth’s survival, de¬ 
spite all the real knowledge about Egyptian thought and cult 
that has been amassed by scholars in the last few centuries. 
In modem Europe and the European diaspora, lodges are the 
designated meeting-places of Freemasons and groups in¬ 
spired by them. In reality, the Freemasonic movement in its 
present form is relatively modem, and has its origins in the 
seventeenth century a.d . 48 But it is an article of faith in nine¬ 
teenth-century accounts of the origins of Masonry. 49 Their 
rites and mythology preserve the essence of “Egyptian” mys¬ 
teries and “philosophy” prevalent in late antiquity, but in a 
new and even more characteristically European form than 
anything we have seen so far. 

A striking quality of Freemasonry is its “imaginative at¬ 
tachment to the religion and symbolism of the Egyptians.” 50 
The Egypt to which the Masons refer is of course an imaginary 
one, but this was the Egypt that was rediscovered in the Re¬ 
naissance: for convenience, I shall call it Mystical Egypt (to 
distinguish it from the historical Egypt that was first explored 
scientifically and understood only in the nineteenth century). 
European writers learned about Mystical Egypt from the writ- 
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ings of the church fathers. They knew the Hermetic treatise 
known as Asclepius because it had survived in a Latin ver¬ 
sion, and they supposed that it was one of the books of Her¬ 
mes to which Clement of Alexandria referred in his 
description of the procession of Egyptian priests. So around 
1460, when a Greek manuscript containing most of the Her¬ 
metic treatises was brought to Florence, Cosimo de’Medici 
thought that it was more important to translate them than 
the works of Plato, because “Egypt was before Greece; Her¬ 
mes was earlier than Plato.” 51 As a result of this “huge histor¬ 
ical error,” the Hermetic corpus was given serious attention, 
and its fictions were widely accepted as truth. 52 Although the 
theology of the Hermetica had been criticized by the church 
fathers for its “idolatry,” the writings found a sympathetic 
new home in the greater religious tolerance of fifteenth-cen¬ 
tury Europe. Their first translator, Marsilio Ficino 
(1433-1499), thought that Hermes Trismegistus had foretold 
the coming of Christ and the birth of Christianity. 63 

Hermeticism, in this updated form, became in itself a new 
religion. The key figure in the new movement, Giordano Bruno 
(1548-1600), was burned at the stake for his heretical beliefs. 
Bruno had joined the church as a Dominican monk but had 
been expelled for his unorthodoxy. He then became in effect the 
high priest of Mystical Egyptian Hermeticism. He taught that 
Christianity was a corruption of Hermeticism. He advocated 
the knowledge of alchemy, astrology, and Mystical Egyptian 
magic, and he taught the art of memory, the technique of which 
was based on building, and hence of particular interest to ma¬ 
sons: a speaker, when memorizing a speech, would imagine 
himself walking through a particular structure. In that way, he 
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would be reminded of the topics of his speech as he recalled 
specific features of the building. Since Hermes was also the 
patron of Masons, the Freemasons became interested in the 
learning and magic arts associated with his name. 64 

Among the magic arts was the mastery of the “symbolism” 
of hieroglyphics. Even in antiquity, most educated Greeks and 
Romans thought that hieroglyphs were used primarily as 
symbolic representations, rather than as representations of 
specific sounds or things, as is usually the case. Diodorus, for 
example, believes that the hieroglyph of the hawk or falcon 
represented swiftness. (In fact, it represents the god Horus). 55 
He explains that “the idea is transferred through appropriate 
metaphors to everything swift and to everything similar, as if 
they had been named.” 56 Plutarch thought that hieroglyphics 
were like pictorial allegories. 57 He “translates” an inscription 
with a child, an aged man, a hawk, a fish, and a hippopota¬ 
mus, as “you who are being bom and you who are dying, the 
god hates shamelessness.” But in fact this symbolical expla¬ 
nation cannot be derived from those particular signs. The 
first two signs could be understood to mean “children of the 
great ones,” but the rest does not make sense. 68 Apuleius, in 
his description of the priest’s sacred books, speaks of “indeci¬ 
pherable letters,” some of which were animal forms that rep¬ 
resented “condensed versions of liturgical learning.” 59 

A few Greeks and Romans seem to have had a limited 
knowledge of the hieroglyphics that are used as ideograms, 
that is, which represent a particular concept such as a verb or 
a norm rather than a letter, and in those cases their allegori¬ 
cal explanations were closer to the truth. Some of these less 
fanciful interpretations are preserved by the first-century A.D. 



The Myth of the Egyptian Mystery System 109 


temple scribe Chaeremon, who presumably knew the lan¬ 
guage. His definition of the hieroglyph of a hawk was “soul, 
and also sun and god,” which is a reasonable inference from 
its actual meaning, the god Horns. 60 

But unfortunately, in the only surviving Greek treatise on 
hieroglyphics, many explanations are still more complicated 
and fanciful. This is a treatise that purports to have been 
translated into Greek from the Egyptian of an otherwise un¬ 
known scholar, Horapollo (his name is a combination of the 
Egyptian and Greek names for the same god). The style of the 
Greek suggests that the treatise was written around the 
fourth century A.D. Sometimes “Horapollo” bases his interpre¬ 
tations on the actual meanings of the Egyptian, but he never 
explains that hieroglyphics can be combined to form words 
and sentences. Often his interpretations are misleading. For 
example, he explains the hieroglyph of a hawk (the god Ho- 
rus) as a symbol of sublimity or baseness, or blood or victory, 
or of a god like Ares or Aphrodite; and it is also a symbol of 
the sun, because the hawk among all the birds flies straight 
up, or of something lowly, because he flies straight down. 61 Be¬ 
cause they relied on these elaborate and idiosyncratic defini¬ 
tions, rather than on something closer to the actual meaning 
of the signs, Horapollo’s readers, both in antiquity and in the 
Renaissance, came away with the impression that hiero¬ 
glyphs were not ideograms but complex abstract symbols that 
were little “mysteries” in themselves. 

Although after 1614 it became known that the books of 
Hermes were not what they appeared to be, and some two hun¬ 
dred years after that it was shown definitively that Horapollo’s 
interpretations of hieroglyphics were wrong, the fundamental 
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notions of Egypt expressed in these works and in the Renais¬ 
sance philosophy connected with them were preserved in 
Freemasonry. 62 The Masons believed that their initiation rit¬ 
ual was dated from earliest times, and that it was modeled on 
the mysteries of Egypt and of other ancient countries. 63 They 
preserved as part of their own secret symbolism alchemical 
signs and hieroglyphics, that is, hieroglyphs as interpreted by 
Horapollo. One of these is familiar to everyone in this country. 
It is the Great Seal of the United States, the unfinished pyra¬ 
mid, whose detached top is an eye surrounded by brilliant 
rays. Some of our founding fathers were Freemasons, includ¬ 
ing George Washington himself. The Treasury Department 
now explains that the pyramid is unfinished because the gov¬ 
ernment is new, and that “a sunburst and eye are above the 
pyramid standing for the Deity.” 64 Why did they choose these 
particular symbols? As Masons, they wished to emphasize 
their connection with the great civilization of Egypt. The ex¬ 
planation of the eye surrounded by a sunburst can be found in 
Horapollo. The eye of the hawk symbolizes sublimity and di¬ 
vinity, and it is associated with the sun, because of the sharp- 
sighted rays of its vision. In Masonic symbolism an eye in a 
triangle radiating rays of light stands for the Grand Architect 
of the Universe. 65 

The Masons also preserve in their rituals and lore the no¬ 
tion that the Egyptian mysteries were connected with a 
larger system of moral education. Here again, we are dealing 
with a historical fiction that has been accepted as reality In 
their original form, ancient mysteries had nothing to do with 
schools or particular courses of study; rather, the ritual was 
intended to put the initiate into contact with the divinity, and 
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if special preparation or rituals were involved, it was to famil¬ 
iarize the initiate with the practices and liturgy of that partic¬ 
ular cult. The connection of mysteries to education in fact 
dates only to the eighteenth century. It derives from a partic¬ 
ular work of European fiction, published in 1731. This was 
the three-volume work Sethos, a History or Biography, based 
on Unpublished Memoirs of Ancient Egypt, by the Abb6 Jean 
Terrasson (1670-1750), a French priest who was Professor of 
Greek at the College de France. 66 Although now completely 
forgotten, the novel was widely read in the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury; English and German versions appeared in 1732, and an 
Italian version in 1734. 67 Of course, Terrasson did not have 
access to any Egyptian information about Egypt, since hiero¬ 
glyphics were not to be deciphered until more than a century 
later. He was dependent on the notion of Mystical Egypt pre¬ 
served in Greek and Latin sources. But he had read widely in 
that literature, and during the years 1737-44 he published a 
translation of Diodorus of Sicily, one of the principal sources 
of the ancient idea that Greek religion and customs derived 
from Egypt. 68 

Terrasson’s Sethos purports to be a translation of an an¬ 
cient manuscript found in the library of an unnamed foreign 
nation that is “extremely jealous of this sort of treasure.” The 
author is said to have been an anonymous Greek in the sec¬ 
ond century A.D. Here Terrasson is following the conventions 
of ancient writers of historical fictions, such as the author of 
the Hermetica, who pretend that their works are translations 
of ancient writings that no one but themselves has seen. But 
Terrasson is careful not to deceive his readers completely: he 
assures them that the work he has “translated” for them is a 
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fiction; he acknowledges that his work is a narrative of educa¬ 
tion or Bildungsroman, like The Education of Cyrus, by the 
fourth-century B.c. Xenophon, and like Tilemaque (1699), by 
the French Archbishop Francois F6nelon. 69 He assures them 
that although fictional, the story keeps close to ancient 
sources, which, for the reader’s convenience, he cites through¬ 
out the text. But he also says that “it is natural to suppose” 
that his author had access to original sources (now lost), such 
as memoirs available in the sacred archives of Egypt, written 
by unknown priests who accompanied Sethos on his travels. 70 
The sophisticated reader would be amused by the notion that 
the anonymous author had consulted these otherwise un¬ 
known documents, but Terrasson gives no warning to less 
well-educated readers that there is in fact no reason to “sup¬ 
pose” that these documents ever existed. 

Sethos, the hero of this long “biography” is supposed to have 
lived in the thirteenth century B.c., a century before the Trojan 
war. The story begins at Memphis, where Sethos’s father is 
king. Thirteenth-century Memphis, as Terrasson imagines it, 
has many of the features of an idealized French university. The 
temple of Isis, Osiris, and Horus serves as the theater of arts 
and sciences. There are beautiful gardens, maintained by the 
priests, an art gallery, and a natural history museum with 
specimens, medicines, and chemical preparations. The chemi¬ 
cal gallery leads to the galleries of anatomy and embalming, 
and there is a large outdoor zoo. There is also a gallery of math¬ 
ematics (the author assures us that the study of geometry orig¬ 
inated in Egypt), agricultural machines, and hydraulic lifts. 
Beneath the buildings there were underground passages. 
These, Terrasson tells us, had been built at the be ginning of 
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time by Hermes Trismegistus, with hieroglyphs and stone 
symbols. It was here, he says, that Pythagoras studied hiero¬ 
glyphics and geometry, and astronomy, together with Thales. 
But no other Greeks were initiated, because the whole com¬ 
plex was destroyed by the Persian king Cambyses in 525 B.c . 71 

Terrasson also describes a university complex in Thebes. 
Here was a great library, with “Food for the Mind” inscribed 
on its gate, though the books for priests were not available to 
the public. Priests also served as judges of the law, and it was 
with them, Terrasson states, that the Greeks Solon and Lycur- 
gus studied. There were art galleries with statues and paint¬ 
ings, and a music gallery. For the benefit of his French readers 
Terrasson points out that these academies were supported by 
the kings, and young noblemen studied there. 72 The result, 
from Terrasson’s point of view, was a system of education that 
was far better than anything produced in ancient Athens. 73 

Sethos goes to Memphis to study, but while there he is also 
initiated. 74 The initiation takes place in the recesses of a 
pyramid—before serious archaeological work was done in 
Egypt in the nineteenth century it was not known that pyra¬ 
mids were used exclusively as tombs. 76 An inscription over 
the entrance explains to the candidate the significance of the 
ordeal he is about to undergo: 

Whoever goes thro’ this passage alone, and without looking 
behind him, shall be purify’d by fire, by water, and by air; 
and if he can vanquish the fears of death, he shall return 
from the bowels of the earth, he shall see light again, and 
he shall be intitled to the privilege of preparing his min d for 
the revelation of the mysteries of the great goddess Isis. 76 
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Terrasson’s basic model for the initiation is the ritual allu¬ 
sively described by the narrator Lucius in Apuleius’s The 
Golden Ass. 77 Again, the presiding goddess is Isis, and the 
hero must descend to the world of the dead and return. But 
Terrasson has added mythical elements from ancient Greek 
sources. The idpa that the hero cannot look behind him dur¬ 
ing his journey to and from the Lower World derives from the 
myth of Orpheus and Eurydice. 78 The notion that the soul 
must be purified in fire, water, and air was well known to the 
Neoplatonists, but ultimately derives from the fifth-century 
B.c. Greek philosopher Empedocles. 79 Although most candi¬ 
dates (including Orpheus himself, we are told) are frightened 
off by the threatening inscription, Sethos descends into the 
pyramid. Three men warn him that they will block his way if 
he tries to return. He is led to a place where he must endure 
the purification of fire, water, and air: he crosses between red- 
hot iron bars; then he must swim across a canal, and subse¬ 
quently cross a drawbridge, which hurls him through the air. 
He emerges from behind a triple statue of Osiris, Isis, and 
Horus; then he is given canal water to make him forget what 
he has seen, and a special barley mixture to drink. These ele¬ 
ments of the rite also come from Greek sources. In the myth 
of Er in Plato’s Republic the souls of the dead must drink the 
water of Forgetfulness (Lethe) before they can enter new bod¬ 
ies, and the barley mixture called kykeon was given to initi¬ 
ates into the Eleusinian mysteries. 80 The initiation described 
above, however, was only preliminary. Other physical trials 
await him during a final period of twelve days, including fast¬ 
ing, silence, and a course of lectures on morality* Terrasson 
concludes his account of the preliminary mysteries by stating 
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that the similarities between the “Egyptian” and Greek prac¬ 
tices show that the Eleusinian mysteries were based on the 
cult of Isis. 81 The reverse, of course, is true, but evidently 
some of his readers were prepared to take him at his word. 

In order to become a priest, candidates who completed the 
preliminary tests successfully underwent a final twelve-day 
initiation. 82 They began by taking an oath at the triple statue 
of Isis, Osiris, and Horus not to reveal what they had seen. 
Terrasson interrupts the narrative here to invoke the poets 
who described the descent of the heroes to the Lower World. 83 
But what he describes is not a further ordeal, but a system of 
education. The candidates are shown the subterranean city in 
which the priests live, and the schools in which they acquire 
vast knowledge. Terrasson assures us that a vague and dis¬ 
torted picture of this secret world survives in the Greek 
myths about the afterlife. After the candidates have seen the 
subterranean city, they march in a final triumphal parade 
with the priests, modeled on the Egyptian procession de¬ 
scribed by Clement. 

In addition to these final rites of initiation at Memphis, Ter¬ 
rasson describes other mysteries at ThebeS, again educational 
in nature. There is a college at Thebes specializing in astron¬ 
omy: its equipment includes an observatory, globes, and three 
or four hundred priests employed in calculations. 84 Mysteries 
are an important theme also in the second volume of Sethos, in 
which Tsrrasson describes his hero’s travels around the conti¬ 
nent of Africa. Sethos discovers a debased version of the Egypt¬ 
ian mysteries in Guinea, and he establishes a sacerdotal college 
there, with initiation rites and lectures, and instruction in 
virtue. 86 The book ends with the initiation of the Egyptian 
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princess Mnevia, Sethos’s intended bride, into the mysteries at 
Memphis. But Sethos elects to remain celibate. He renounces 
the kingdom, and devotes himself to his priesthood and his 
studies. 86 

It is not easy to understand why this long and tendentious 
account was so inspiring to several generations of European 
readers. Stories of tests and trials were popular in the eigh¬ 
teenth century. 87 But Terrasson also was (so to speak) user- 
friendly. His Egypt was almost completely Europeanized, and 
therefore accessible. A portrait of real Egypt, even when based 
on such sources as were then available, would have been too 
foreign. Instead, Terrasson, using Greek and Roman sources as 
a starting point, offered an Egypt that his contemporaries 
could readily imagine, and presented it in familiar terms. 
There was, first of all, the anachronistic but vivid account of 
the ancient Egyptian schools and university. Throughout 
Sethos’s adventures there are references to Greek and Roman 
myths. The initiations follow the pattern of the hero’s descent 
to Hades, which all educated men would have studied in school. 
Even though the novel is supposed to be about ancient Egypt, 
its ethics are distinctly Christian. At the end of all his trials, 
and his extensive travels, having endured everything and 
achieved everything, Sethos rejects all he has won (including a 
beautiful prospective bride, who has been initiated in the mys¬ 
teries) for a quiet and celibate life, to be lived among the 
priests. 88 It is no accident that the principal deities in this nar¬ 
rative are Osiris, his wife Isis, and their son Horus, because 
they offer the closest ancient analogy to the Christian Holy 
Family. 

Whatever the other reasons for its success, Terrasson’s 
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description of the “Egyptian” initiation rites appears to have 
been one of the most influential passages in the book. 

A verse tragedy based on it was produced in 1739; it pro¬ 
vided the inspiration for a ballet, Jean-Philippe Rameau’s The 
Birth of Osiris (1751) and an opera, Johann Gottlieb Nau- 
mann’s Osiris (1781). 89 The French Freemasons used it as the 
basis of their initiation rites. 90 Because the book was quickly 
translated in(x> English, German, and Italian, features of 
Sethos’s initiation were adopted in the rituals of other coun¬ 
tries. Freemasonry was particularly active in Vienna in the 
1780s. 91 In 1783 the Masonic Lodge of Doing Good initiated one 
of its most enthusiastic members, the composer Wolfgang 
Amad4 Mozart (1756-1791). 92 Mozart was also introduced to 
the Lodge of Crowned Hope. The master of this lodge, Ignaz 
von Bom (1742-1791), wrote a treatise, “About the Mysteries 
of Egypt,” for the first issue in 1784 of a new Journal for 
Freemasons. 

In his treatise, von Bom set out to write the history of 
Egypt. He cites ancient sources, but his notion of mysteries 
was based on the elaborate portrait of the educational system 
described by Terrasson. 93 One of von Bom’s explicit aims was 
to show that the Egyptians had been wrongly characterized in 
historical writing; instead, he argued, their mysteries showed 
them to be a highly civilized people, and demonstrated that 
many features of their rites were preserved in Freemasonry. 94 
Toward the end of the treatise he lists some of the general sim¬ 
ilarities between Masonic rites and the Egyptian mysteries. 
Among these are killing the serpent that threatens the life of 
Homs; the importance of the number three, geographical ori¬ 
entation, the symbols of hieroglyphs, the hierarchical order of 
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the priests, the four elements, the Sun and the symbolism of 
light and dark. He concludes that “the goal of the Egyptian 
Mysteries was truth and wisdom and the good of mankind.” 95 
According to von Bom, that goal was shared by 
Freemasonry. 96 

Mozart had read Terrasson, and to him his ideas about the 
importance of the mysteries were not only credible but inspir¬ 
ing. In Thamos, King of Egypt (1773) and the opera The 
Magic Flute (1791), Mozart portrays “Egyptian” religion with 
deep respect, but as if it were an ancient version of Christian¬ 
ity In Thamos, the worship of a supreme being (the sun god) 
in an Egyptian setting is portrayed with dignified choruses 
that would have been equally appropriate in the mouths of a 
church choir. 97 In the first chorus, contrasting major and mi¬ 
nor keys emphasize the contrast between light and dark¬ 
ness. 98 The high priest, whose name (not coincidentally) is 
Sethos, alludes to an initiation ceremony, speaking of the edu¬ 
cation the hero Thamos has received and the burden that that 
places upon him. 99 

But it is from The Magic Flute, where the reminiscences of 
Sethos are even more obvious, that we can get some sense of 
the continuing appeal of Terrasson’s novel in the eighteenth 
century. Mozart’s librettist was a fellow Mason, Johann 
Emanuel Schikaneder. Schikaneder had also read Terrasson 
in Matthias Claudius’s newly published German translation 
(1777-78). 100 The influence of Terrasson helps explain many 
curious features of the opera, such as its being set in Egypt, 
rather than somewhere in Europe. Isis and Osiris are the 
principal gods of the opera, as of the novel. In the first scene 
the life of the opera’s hero, Tamino, is threatened by a snake; 
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Sethos also sets out to kill a serpent. He brings it back alive; 
but Tamino, a less idealized character than Sethos, is rescued 
by the Three Ladies. Tamino, like Sethos, is impressed with 
the grandeur of the pyramids. Tamino enters the sacred 
precinct of the pyramid from the north, like Sethos; like him 
he is watched by priests and confronted by men in armor. In 
the opera, Sarastro offers a prayer to Isis that is taken almost 
directly from Terrasson. 101 Papageno, who has been accompa¬ 
nying Tamino, is too frightened by the thunder (another 
legacy from Sethos ) to continue the ordeal, but Tamino is able 
to proceed to a second stage of the initiation. 102 The men in 
armor sing a duet. The tune is from the chorale of Luther’s 
versification of the twelfth psalm. 103 But their words echo the 
words of the inscription over the entrance to the pyramid in 
Terrasson’s novel: 

Whoever travels on this road full of difficulties, will become 
purified through fire, water, air, and earth. And if he can 
overcome the fear of death, he can raise himself from earth 
to heaven, and when he stands illuminated on this level, he 
will devote himself completely to the Mysteries of Isis. 104 

The text of Terrasson’s “inscription” cataloguing the dan¬ 
gers of the initiation was apparently read out in certain Ma¬ 
sonic ceremonies, and the ritual of purification through the 
four elements is acted out in several different ways in The 
Magic Flute. 105 In the Masonic initiation that Mozart himself 
underwent, the liturgy emphasizes the ability to face and so 
to triumph over death. 106 Masonic initiates must triumph 
over the serpent, who represents temptation, as he does in the 
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Bible. 107 There are many other specific allusions to Masonic 
ritual in the opera: in the progression of chords, for example, 
and in the frequent use of the numbers three, five, and six. 
Both Sarastro’s second aria and the final chorus of act 2 ex¬ 
press the benevolent humanism of the Order. 108 The opera 
celebrates the triumph of reason and wisdom over the irra¬ 
tional. 109 In that respect particularly it remains faithful not 
only to Terrasson but also to his classical sources, Virgil and 
Apuleius. 

But the portrait of the “Egyptian mysteries” in Terrasson’s 
novel, even though fictional, was understood to represent the 
truth. Terrasson was a highly regarded scholar in his day, and 
his research for the novel seems to have been regarded as 
“state-of-the-art.” For example, in 1814 the French art histo¬ 
rian Alexandre Lenoir (1761-1839) published a book defend¬ 
ing the notion that the origins of Freemasonry were ancient, 
In this work he drew on Sethos as the authority for his claim 
that the rituals of Freemasonry preserved the form of ancient 
Egyptian rites. 110 He did not realize—in fact, no one at the 
time seemed to realize—that his reasoning was completely cir¬ 
cular and that in effect he was only proving that rites based 
on Sethos were based on Sethos. 111 Like Terrasson, Lenoir in¬ 
sisted that the Eleusinian mysteries in Greece were only an¬ 
other version of the mysteries of Isis and Osiris celebrated at 
Memphis. 112 He did not, and perhaps could not, suspect that 
the sources on which Terrasson relied produced a portrait of 
Egypt that would soon be proved to be unreliable, and that 
what he thought was “Egyptian” was actually not only Greco- 
Roman, but in character a distinctive product of the French 
Enlightenment. Serious scholars soon forgot about the idea of 
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Egyptian mysteries, but meanwhile, the Masons continued to 
believe in this essentially fictitious account of their ancient 
origins. 113 And, understandably, it was this Masonic view of 
Mystical Egypt, and not the Egyptologists’ view of Egypt, 
which was celebrated in the rituals adopted by black Masons 
in the West Indies and in this country. 



FIVE 


THE MYTH OF THE 
STOLEN LEGACY 


I n Lenoir’s book about the origins of Freemasonry, there is a 
striking illustration of the ordeal of the Four Elements in 
the Mysteries at Memphis. The artist suggests that the rele¬ 
vance of the trial is timeless; the setting, which is based di¬ 
rectly on a scene in Terrasson’s Sethos, looks less like a 
subterranean chamber in a pyramid than a fantastic prison 
designed by Piranesi in the eighteenth century A.D . 1 (see figure 
4). The Masons believed that the Memphis ritual had served 
as the model for all other initiations throughout the world. As 
they saw it, the influence of the Egyptian mysteries spread 
throughout the world by a natural process of imitation, the an¬ 
cient Greeks being early and fortunate beneficiaries of the 
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FIGURE 4 

THE ORDEAL OF THE FOUR ELEMENTS 



Egyptian legacy, and the Masons themselves being only the 
latest practitioners of the ancient and virtually universal rite. 


But this idealistic vision of a world unified through the 
legacy of the Egyptian mysteries underwent a drastic change 
in the twentieth century. From the older Masonic notion of 
gradual evolution a new myth developed that ceased to por¬ 
tray the Greeks simply as inheritors of more ancient tradi¬ 
tions. Now, for the first time, the Greeks were the villains in 
the story, who stole the Egyptian legacy and passed it off as 
their own achievement. 

The idea that the most characteristic of all ancient Greek 
inventions, philosophy, was literally stolen or plagiarized goes 
beyond any claim of cultural dependency made by Terrasson 
or Lenoir in their portrayals of the Egyptian mysteries. Not 
even the church fathers were so hostile to the Greeks, when 
they tried to prove that the Greeks had no original ideas of 
their own. When a writer such as Clement of Alexandria 
accused the Greeks of imitating Jewish religious thought, his 
primary intention was to praise the Hebrews, by showing that 
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the great pagan writers had been inspired by Hebrew writers 
and shared many of their important ideas. 2 Clement wrote in 
Greek; he had studied and read many pagan Greek authors 
and frequently quoted passages from their works. He was 
well aware of their importance and their genius, even when 
he was prepared to mock them. He was less interested in dis¬ 
paraging the Greeks than in promoting his new religion. 

In this chapter I will show how and why the older notion of 
benign Egyptian influence was replaced by the idea of a delib¬ 
erate and ruthless conspiracy. I will also explain why I believe 
that these new charges against the Greeks are false. Not only 
was there never such a thing as an Egyptian Mystery System; 
there was never an organized educational program or estab¬ 
lished canon of books of Egyptian philosophy , that the Greeks 
could steal or plagiarize. Although Greeks who went to Egypt 
learned something about Egyptian mythology, Greek philoso¬ 
phy as it was developed in the fifth and fourth centuries B.c. 
is fundamentally a Greek invention. It could not have been 
devised without the ability of the Greek language to express 
impersonal abstractions, or without the strong rationalism 
that characterizes Greek thought. I shall discuss the work of 
the Afrocentrist writers, who, in the hope of promoting their 
own culture, disparage the ancient Greeks and encourage 
their readers to distrust those of us who believe that Greeks 
were the inventors of what has always been thought to be 
Greek philosophy. 

Perhaps the most influential Afrocentrist text is Stolen 
Legacy, a work that has been in wide circulation since its pub¬ 
lication in 1954. Its author, George G. M. James, writes that 
“the term Greek philosophy, to begin with is a misnomer, for 
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there is no such philosophy in existence.” He argues that the 
Greeks “did not possess the native ability essential to the de¬ 
velopment of philosophy.” Rather, he states that “the Greeks 
were not the authors of Greek philosophy, but the Black peo¬ 
ple of North Africa, The Egyptians.” 3 In making this asser¬ 
tion, James’s motives resemble those of the Hellenistic 
Jewish writers Artapanus and Aristobulus, who insisted that 
Plato’s laws were directly inspired by Moses. But where the 
Hellenistic Jews simply wished to show that their culture had 
priority over that of their conquerors, James wants to assert 
both African priority and Greek inferiority. 

It is not hard to understand why James wishes to give credit 
for the Greek achievement to the Egyptians, even if there is lit¬ 
tle or no historical foundation for his claims. Like the other na¬ 
tionalistic myths, the story of a “Stolen Legacy” both offers an 
explanation for past suffering and provides a source of ethnic 
pride. Halford Fairchild, a professor of psychology and black 
studies at Pitzer College in California, speaks of the “trans¬ 
forming effect” the story of the Stolen Legacy has on African- 
American audiences, not least because most black Americans 
have been raised in a culture that disparages or neglects the 
contributions of black people. According to Fairchild, learning 
that the early Greek philosophers did their “most important re¬ 
search” in Africa “empowers black people to reclaim their right¬ 
ful place as equal players in contemporary society.” 4 

But although the myth may encourage and perhaps even 
“empower” African-Americans, its use has a destructive side, 
which cannot and should not be overlooked. First of all, it of¬ 
fers them a “story” instead of history. It also suggests that 
African-Americans need to learn only what they choose to 
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believe about the past. But in so doing, the Afrocentric myth 
seeks to shelter them from learning what all other ethnic 
groups must learn, and indeed, face up to, namely the frill 
scope of their history. 6 

What people on earth have had a completely glorious his¬ 
tory? While we point to the great achievements of the Greeks, 
anyone who has studied ancient Greek civilization knows 
that they also made terrible and foolish mistakes. Isn’t treat¬ 
ing African-Americans differently from the rest of humankind 
just another form of segregation and condescension? Such im¬ 
plied discrimination is the most destructive aspect of Afrocen- 
trism, but there are other serious problems as well. Teaching 
the myth of the Stolen Legacy as if it were history robs the 
ancient Greeks and their modem descendants of a heritage 
that rightly belongs to them. Why discriminate against them 
when discrimination is the issue? In addition, the myth de¬ 
prives the ancient Egyptians of their proper history and robs 
them of their actual legacy. The Egypt of the myth of the 
Stolen Legacy is a wholly European Egypt, as imagined by 
Greek and Roman writers, and further elaborated in eigh¬ 
teenth-century France. Ancient Egyptian civilization deserves 
to be remembered (and respected) for what it was, and not for 
what Europeans, ancient and modem, have imagined it to be. 

WHAT IS THE ORIGIN OF 
THE STOLEN LEGACY? 

In Sethos, Terrasson imagined that the Egyptians were white, 
and racially distinct from the population of the rest of Africa. 
But in the nineteenth century, educated blacks realized that 
Herodotus had described the ancient Egyptians as dark- 
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skinned and woolly-haired, that is, as blacks according to the 
definition of their own (and our) times. One of the first writers 
to call attention to the fact that Egyptians were Africans was 
the American writer Frederick Douglass (1817-1895). In 1854 
Douglass argued that the study of Egyptian civilization got 
less attention than it deserved because it was in Africa, 
rather than in Europe, Asia, or America: 

Another unhappy circumstance is, that the ancient Egyp¬ 
tians were not white people, but were, undoubtedly, just 
about as dark in complexion as many in this country who 
are considered genuine Negroes; and that is not all, their 
hair was far from being of that graceful lankness which 
adorns the fair Anglo-Saxon head. 6 

He also observed, with restrained irony, the lengths white writ¬ 
ers of his day were prepared to go in order to ignore the physi¬ 
cal affinities of the ancient Egyptians to the peoples of Africa. 7 

Similar arguments were put forward by Edward Wilmot 
Blyden (1832-1912), a native of St. Thomas who emigrated 
back to Africa. Blyden, a prolific and accomplished writer, 
knew the Greek and Latin classics well, but he brought to his 
learning the distinctive viewpoint of an African; as one obitu¬ 
ary writer observed, “Dr. Blyden is the only man we have ever 
known, or heard of, that has thoroughly mastered the Arts, 
Science, Philosophy, and Literature of the European, and still 
remained a Negro.” 8 In 1887 Blyden observed that 


a superficial criticism, guided by local and temporary preju¬ 
dices, has attempted to deny the intimate relations of the 
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Negro with the great historic races of Egypt and Ethiopia. 
But no one who has travelled in North-eastern Africa, or 
among the ruins on the banks of the Nile, will for a moment 
doubt that there was the connection, not of accident or of 
adventitious circumstances, but of consanguinity between 
the races of inner Africa of the present day, and the ancient 
Egyptians and Ethiopians. 9 

Blyden, like Douglass, had read Herodotus on the racial char¬ 
acteristics of the Egyptians. But Blyden took the argument 
a step further. He was familiar with the reflections of the 
French traveler Count Volney (1757-1820) about the accom¬ 
plishments of the black peoples of Egypt. 10 When he visited 
Egypt sometime during the years 1783-85, Volney was 
amazed to discover that the population of that country resem¬ 
bled the mulattoes he had seen in Europe. This discovery 
caused him to reflect: “Just think that this race of black men, 
today our slave and the object of our scorn, is the very race to 
which we owe our arts, sciences, and even the use of speech!” 11 

Blyden likewise insisted that all Africans were the true 
heirs of the great civilization of ancient Egypt. After he vis¬ 
ited Egypt in 1866, he concluded that the Pyramids had been 
built by blacks: 

This, thought I, was the work of my African progenitors.... 
Feelings came over me far different from those I have ever 
felt when looking at the mighty works of European genius. I 
felt that I had a peculiar heritage in the Great Pyramid 
built... by the enterprising sons of Ham, from which I de¬ 
scended. The blood seemed to flow faster through my veins. 

I seemed to hear the echo of those illustrious Africans. 
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I seemed to feel the impulse from those stirring characters 
who sent civilization to Greece. . . . Could my voice have 
reached out to every African in the world, I would have 
earnestly addressed him .. .: “Retake your Fame.” 12 

The call to reclaim the Egyptian heritage resounds through¬ 
out modem Afrocentric writings. But it is important to note 
that the Egyptian civilization Blyden had in mind is not the 
true history of ancient Egypt, which was still being written 
during his lifetime. Rather, it is the “Egypt” invented by the 
writers of late antiquity, and preserved by Terrasson and the 
Masonic mythology. 

The notion of such a specifically black Egyptian heritage 
appears to have been well established by the turn of the cen¬ 
tury. 13 It was taken up by the historian W. E. B. Du Bois 
(1868-1963). 14 It also was adopted by black Masons. 16 The 
anonymous writer of an article published in 1903 in The Col¬ 
ored American Magazine claims that the first Mason was a 
black man, because the first Masons were Egyptians. For that 
reason, if for no other, white Masons were not justified in re¬ 
fusing to include blacks in their lodges. The writer makes it 
clear that in ancient times black civilization was far more ad¬ 
vanced than that of any Europeans at the time: 

When the ancestors of the present haughty Saxons—the 
Gauls, the Normans, and the Celts—were naked barbar¬ 
ians, living in grottoes and dropping [sic] caves, slinging 
stones at wild animals for food, and eating that food un¬ 
cooked, there was on Africa’s soil, in Egypt, the land of the 
black man, a civilization resting on the “pinnacle of national 
splendor” far exceeding that of Greece or Rome today. On 
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the great Oasis in the desert of antiquity blossomed the 
golden deeds of the world’s first Masonry. Here mind was 
the standard of the man, and natural ability ranked above 
birth. Every woman was educated. . . . Here the landmarks 
of Masonry were bom. 16 

This writer’s Egypt is even more idealized them Terrasson’s, 
and more liberal in its treatment of women than eighteenth- 
century Masonry, from which they were generally excluded. 
Even though an “official” history of black Masonry published 
in 1903 makes no reference to it, 17 the notion that the first 
Masons were black Egyptians seems to have become an arti¬ 
cle of faith in twentieth-century black Masonry: 

So out of Egypt and through the black man, the world gains 
its first knowledge of the worship of the deity and the culti¬ 
vation of science. . . . The Negroes [were] the founders of 
arts, sciences, and other forms of culture instead of being 
only hewers of wood and drawers of water. 18 

It was this utopian vision of black Egypt as the cradle of civi¬ 
lization that inspired one of the most important black leaders 
of the twentieth century, Marcus Mosiah Garvey (1887-1940). 

Garvey joined the Masons, but he was too busy to attend 
meetings and eventually dropped out. Instead he founded his 
own organization, the Universal Negro Improvement Associa¬ 
tion (UNIA). 19 Fraternal societies played an important role in 
the West African countries from which most slaves had been 
taken. They continued to serve many useful purposes among 
the peoples of the African diaspora, especially since blacks 
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were excluded from most white societies. 20 To a large extent, 
the UNIA was organized along Masonic lines: it had a signifi¬ 
cant benevolent function; it had a constitution based on the 
Masons’; it also had a “potentate,” analogous to the “imperial 
potentate” of the black Masonic Ancient Egyptian Arabic Or¬ 
der of the Nobles of the Mystic Shrine. Both organizations fa¬ 
vored large-scale public displays, and the UNIA potentate’s 
helmet closely resembled the ceremonial hat worn by Masons 
in special parades. 21 

Garvey also appears to have taken from black Masonry its 
distinctively utopian idea of Egypt’s superiority to ancient 
European civilizations. As a young man he became interested 
in the history both of Africa and famous Caribbean islanders 
of African descent. He also knew that history could be used to 
serve a purpose. In his case, the purpose was to instill in 
black people of the African diaspora pride in their own race 
and resentment of their white oppressors. 22 In “African Fun¬ 
damentalism” he wrote: 

The time has come for the Blackman to forget and cast be¬ 
hind him his hero worship and adoration of other races, and 
to start out immediately to create and emulate heroes of his 
own. We must canonize our own saints, create our own mar¬ 
tyrs, and elevate to positions of fame and honor Black men 
and women who have made their distinct contributions to 
our racial history. 23 

Evidently he was prepared to rewrite ancient history along 
these fines. In keeping with his determination to prove the 
superiority of the black race, he added a new calumny against 
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Europeans. Not only had they derived their civilization from 
Egypt; they had in fact stolen it. In “Who and What Is a Ne¬ 
gro?” (1923) Garvey claimed that 

every student of history, of impartial mind, knows that the 
Negro ruled the world, when white men were savages and 
barbarians living in caves; that thousands of Negro profes¬ 
sors at that time taught in the universities in Alexandria, 
then the seat of learning; that ancient Egypt gave to the 
world civilization and that Greece and Rome have robbed 
Egypt of her arts and letters, and taken all the credit to 
themselves. It is not surprising, however, that white men 
should resort to every means to keep Negroes in ignorance 
of their history, it would be a great shock to their pride to 
admit to the world today that 3,000 years ago black men ex¬ 
celled in government and were the founders and teachers of 
art, science and literature. 24 

Garvey developed these ideas as time went on. In 1935 he 
published a poem and essay, “The Tragedy of White Injus¬ 
tice.” In the poem he reiterated the idea that when the civi¬ 
lization of Egypt was flourishing, white men were living in a 
morally degraded and primitive state. He also sought to jus¬ 
tify his claim that white men have concealed the important 
role played by people of African descent in European history: 

Out of cold old Europe these white men came, 

From caves, dens and holes, without any fame, 

Eating their dead’s flesh and sucking their blood, 

Relics of the Mediterranean flood; 
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Literature, science and art they stole, 

After Africa had measured each pole ... 

Cleopatra, Empress Josephine, 

Were black mongrels like that of the Philippine:— 

Mixtures from black and other races they,— 

Yet, “true,” the white man’s history will not say 
To those who seek the light of pure knowledge 
In the inquiring world, school or college. 

Napoleon fell for a Negro woman; 

So did the Caesars, and the Great Roman. 25 

In the essay accompanying the poem Garvey told his audi¬ 
ence not to believe what white historians told them, and he 
explicitly stated that ancient peoples of North Africa were 
black: 

The educational system of today hides the truth as far as 
the Negro is concerned. ... As for instance, you will read 
that the Egyptians were a great people, the Carthagenians 
[sic], the Libyans, etc., but you will not be told that they 
were black people or Negroes. You should, therefore, go be¬ 
yond the mere statement of these events to discover the 
truth that will be creditable to your race. 26 

I do not know if Garvey was the originator of the idea that 
Europeans had deliberately concealed the truth from blacks, 
but wherever the idea came from, it was not inconsistent with 
his philosophy of racial purity and separation. 27 He believed 
that one reason why whites had reached “such a height in civ¬ 
ilizations” was that they had been taught that they were 
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superior: “the white race has a system, a method, a code of 
ethics laid down for the white child to go by,” and that black 
children needed to have a similar creed. 28 In any case, his 
idea that all education was fundamentally racist was widely 
influential, and his notion that blacks were the victim of a 
conspiracy has had a lasting emotional appeal. 

IS THERE ANY HISTORICAL EVIDENCE 
FOR A STOLEN LEGACY? 

In his speeches Garvey did not discuss in detail how the Euro¬ 
peans “stole” literature, science, and art from Africa. But in 
Stolen Legacy, George G. M. James offers an extended ac¬ 
count of the conspiracy. The new details appear to be James’s 
own contribution to the story. As we have seen, he had 
learned the basic outline of the myth of cultural dependency 
from the Masons. From them he got the idea that there had 
been a Mystery System in Egypt from earliest times, which 
formed the basis of an educational system distributed 
throughout Egypt in Lodges. Like Garvey, he takes it for 
granted that all the peoples of North Africa were black, in¬ 
cluding the Carthaginians and Cyreneans. He follows 
Diodorus in claiming that Greece was colonized from Egypt. 
These are the basic premises from which he is prepared to re¬ 
construct Greek history. Since these premises, as we have 
seen, are demonstrably false, James’s work has virtually no 
historical value. But the book is interesting nonetheless, as 
an example of how and why mythic or propagandists “histo¬ 
ries” come to be written. 

According to James, although the Greeks began to study in 
Egypt when that country was occupied by the Persians, the 
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main transfer of knowledge was accomplished when Alexan¬ 
der, accompanied by Aristotle, looted the library of Alexandria 
in 333 B.c. Then the School of Aristotle converted the stolen 
Alexandrian library into a research center and university. Fi¬ 
nally, the Romans in the fourth century A.D. suppressed the 
Egyptian Mystery System in favor of Christianity. 29 James 
augments his claim that Greek philosophy was stolen by inge¬ 
nious arguments. He adds new details to the basic description 
of the Egyptian educational “system.” He attempts to show by 
means of summaries that the basic tenets of Greek philoso¬ 
phy have analogues in Egyptian thought. He asserts that the 
intellectual climate of Greece was hostile to philosophy, and 
that Greeks were naturally incapable of it. He provides what 
appears to be extensive documentation for each of these claims. 

James’s book has been reprinted many times since it was 
first published forty years ago, and many otherwise well-ed¬ 
ucated people believe that what he claims is true. Because his 
thesis has been more widely credited than it deserves to be, I 
believe that it is appropriate here to explain in some detail 
why virtually none of his assertions is supported by the avail¬ 
able evidence. To learn about Africa we must look where the 
Afrocentrists fail to look, that is, to the historical Egypt de¬ 
scribed by the ancient Egyptians themselves, and to the im¬ 
portant cultural links to neighboring parts of Africa. For 
example, the idea of a semidivine ruler king like the Egyptian 
pharaoh has analogues in East Africa. 30 The practice of elabo¬ 
rate rhythmic hand-clapping at festivals, which Herodotus 
observed during his visit to Egypt, also has parallels else¬ 
where in Africa. 31 But James says nothing about such truly 
African features of Egyptian culture, because the Egypt that 
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he offers to his readers is not African. It is (as we have seen) 
fundamentally Greco-Roman. 

There are many indications throughout the book that 
James’s idea of ancient Egypt is fundamentally the imaginary 
Mystical Egypt of Freemasonry. He speaks of grades of initia¬ 
tion. 32 In these Mysteries, as the Freemasons imagined them, 
Neophyte initiates must learn self-control and self-knowl¬ 
edge. 33 He believes that Moses was an initiate into the Egypt¬ 
ian mysteries, and that Socrates reached the grade of Master 
Mason. 34 In his description of Greek philosophy, he empha¬ 
sizes the Four Elements that play such a key role in Terras- 
son’s Memphis and Masonic initiation ceremonies. 36 He 
speaks of the Masonic symbol of the Open Eye, which as we 
have seen is based on an Egyptian hieroglyph but in Masonry 
has come specifically to represent the Master Mind. 33 As in 
the University/Mystery system invented by Terrasson, Egypt¬ 
ian temples are used as libraries and observatories. 37 Like 
the Freemasons, James regards the Egyptian Mystery Sys¬ 
tem as the basis for all other mystery cults, in Greece and 
elsewhere. 38 The Grand Lodge at Luxor had branches 
throughout the world, including “Lodges” among the native 
populations of the Americas, such as the Mayas, Aztecs, and 
Incas. 39 

As we saw in chapter 4, the Mystery System that James de¬ 
scribes never existed, and its connection to an educational sys¬ 
tem is purely imaginary. What then are the Greeks supposed to 
have stolen from the Egyptians? Are there any texts in exis¬ 
tence that can verify the claim that Greek philosophy was 
stolen from Egypt? How was the “transfer” of Egyptian materi¬ 
als to Greece accomplished? If we examine what James says 
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about the way in which the “transfer” was supposed to have 
been carried out, we will find that little or no historical data 
can be summoned to support it. In fact, in order to construct 
his argument, James overlooked or ignored much existing 
evidence. 

To begin with, no ancient source says that Alexander and 
Aristotle raided the library at Alexandria. That they do not do 
so is not surprising, because it is unlikely that Aristotle ever 
went there. Aristotle was Alexander’s tutor when Alexander 
was young, but he did not accompany him on his military 
campaign. Even if he had gone to Alexandria, it is hard to see 
how he could have stolen books from the library there. Al¬ 
though Alexandria was founded in 331 B.C., it did not begin to 
function as a city until after 323. Aristotle died in 322. The li¬ 
brary was assembled around 297 under the direction of 
Demetrius of Phaleron, a pupil of Aristotle’s. Most of the 
books it contained were in Greek. 40 

James makes no reference to these problems. Instead he 
explains the silence of history as an example of the European 
conspiracy against Egypt. If ancient accounts of Aristotle’s life 
say nothing about his having visited Egypt, that is because 
Aristotle and his contemporaries deliberately attempted to 
suppress all knowledge of his visit, so that no one would know 
that Egypt (rather than Greece) was the true source of his 
so-called original philosophy: “This silence of history at once 
throws doubt upon the life and achievement of Aristotle.” 41 
But this convenient line of argument could also be used to 
“prove” that Aristotle went to India with Alexander, and had 
borrowed (or taken) ideas from the Indian Gymnosophists. 42 
James also relies on the “silence of history” to explain why all 



138 NOT OUT OF AFRICA 


traces of the educational program of the Egyptian Mystery 
System have disappeared. The System was abolished by the 
Romans, who could not comprehend the “higher metaphysical 
doctrines” of the Mysteries, and were envious of the “lofty cul¬ 
ture system of the Black people.” 43 He does not mention the 
other, and more obvious reason why no ancient Egyptian 
records of the Mystery System survived antiquity: that no 
such System ever existed. 

James’s other charges against Aristotle are equally insub¬ 
stantial. If Aristotle had stolen his ideas from the Egyptians, 
as James asserts, James should be able to provide parallel 
Egyptian and Greek texts showing frequent verbal correspon¬ 
dences. As it is, he can only come up with a vague similarity 
between two titles. One is Aristotle’s treatise On the Soul, and 
the other is the modem English name of a collection of Egypt¬ 
ian texts, The Book of the Dead. 44 These funerary texts, which 
the Egyptians themselves called the Book of Coming Forth by 
Day, are designed to protect the soul during its dangerous 
journey through Duat, the Egyptian underworld, on its way 
to life of bliss in the Field of Reeds. 46 Both Aristotle and the 
Egyptians believed in the notion of a “soul.” But there the 
similarity ends. Even a cursory glance at a translation of The 
Book of the Dead reveals that it is not a philosophical treatise 
but rather a series of ritual prescriptions to ensure the soul’s 
passage to the next world. It is completely different from Aris¬ 
totle’s abstract consideration of the nature of the soul. 

James fails to mention that the two texts cannot be prof¬ 
itably compared, because their aims and methods are so dif¬ 
ferent. Instead, he accounts for the discrepancy by claiming 
that Aristotle’s theory is only a “very small portion” of the 



The Myth of the Stolen Legacy 139 


Egyptian “philosophy” of the soul, as described in the Egypt¬ 
ian Book of the Dead. 46 On that basis, one could claim that 
any later writer plagiarized from any earlier writer who 
touched on the same subject. But why not assume instead 
that the later writer was influenced by the earlier writer, or 
even came up with some of the same ideas independently, es¬ 
pecially if those ideas are widespread, like the notion that hu¬ 
man beings have souls? James does not discuss these other 
obvious possibilities but rather supplies further ingenious ar¬ 
guments to account for the lack of written evidence. Some of 
Aristotle’s surviving works are thought to have been notes, 
rather than the full form of his treatises. James argues that 
the use of notes indicates that Aristotle wrote in haste, “while 
doing his research at the great Egyptian library.” But since 
the ancient method of teaching was oral, Aristotle would not 
have needed to take notes during lectures Or in discussions 
with his Greek instructors. 47 

James also asserts that since Aristotle could not have 
learned everything he is said to have known from his teacher, 
Plato, Aristotle stole his information from Egypt. He does not 
mention the other—and infinitely more likely—explanation of 
why Aristotle’s work differed from his predecessors’: he was a 
great original thinker, who naturally was able to go beyond 
what he had learned from his teachers. Instead, James insists 
that Aristotle’s own categories of scientific knowledge, practi¬ 
cal, poetical, and theoretical, are comparable to those of the 
curriculum of the Egyptian Mystery System. 48 What curricu¬ 
lum? James can only supply a summary description, based on 
the forty-two books carried by Egyptian priests in the proces¬ 
sion described by Clement of Alexandria in the second century 
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A.D., five centuries after Aristotle’s death. These books con¬ 
tained “all of Greek philosophy,” but as we have seen, by “phi¬ 
losophy” Clement meant simply learning, and the priests’ 
books were accounts of practical information and regulations 
completely different in character from the abstract considera¬ 
tions discussed in Aristotle’s works. 49 

James also alleges that Aristotle’s theory of matter was 
taken from the so-called Memphite Theology. The Memphite 
Theology is a religious document inscribed on a stone tablet 
by Egyptian priests in the eighth century B.C., but said to 
have been copied from an ancient papyrus. The archaic lan¬ 
guage of the text suggests that the original dates from some¬ 
time in the second millennium B.c . 50 According to James, 
Aristotle took from the Memphite Theology his doctrine that 
matter, motion, and time are eternal, along with the principle 
of opposites, and the concept of the unmoved mover. 51 James 
does not say how Aristotle would have known about this in¬ 
scription, which was at the time located in Memphis and not 
in the Library of Alexandria, or explain how he would have 
been able to read it. But even if Aristotle had had some way of 
finding out about it, he would have had no use for it in his 
philosophical writings. The Memphis text, like the Egyptian 
Book of the Dead, is a work of a totally different character 
from any of Aristotle’s treatises. 

The Memphite text describes the creation of the world as 
then known (that is, Upper and Lower Egypt). One section 
presents a theological argument that all the gods “came into 
being in,” that is, are manifestations of the god Ptah, the cre¬ 
ator god of Memphis, who was identified by the Greeks with 
their god Hephaestus. The Memphite inscription relates how 
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Ptah’s mind (or “heart”) and thought (or “tongue”) created the 
universe and all living creatures in it: “for every word of the 
god came about through what the heart devised and the 
tongue commanded.” From one of his manifestations, the pri¬ 
mordial waters of chaos, the sun-god Atum was bom. When 
Ptah has finished creating the universe, he rests from his 
labors: “Ptah was satisfied after he had made all things and 
all divine words.” 62 

In form and in substance this account has virtually nothing 
in common with Aristotle’s abstract theology. In fact, in Meta¬ 
physics Book 11, Aristotle discards the traditional notion of a 
universe that is created by a divinity or divinities, in favor of 
a metaphysical argument. If there is eternal motion, there is 
eternal substance, and behind that, an immaterial and eter¬ 
nal source of activity, whose existence can be deduced from 
the eternal circular motion of the heavens. The source of this 
activity is what is called in English translation the “unmoved 
mover.” The Greek itself is more abstract and impersonal 
than the translation suggests: “something that moves, itself 
being unmoved” (ti kinoun auto akineton on). 53 This force is 
completely different in character from the anthropomorphic 
creator god Ptah of the Memphite Theology. All that the two 
texts have in common is a concern with creation of the uni¬ 
verse. On the same insubstantial basis, it would be possible to 
argue that Aristotle stole his philosophy from the story of cre¬ 
ation in the first book of Genesis. 

The final “proof” that Aristotle stole his philosophy from 
Egypt is, according to James, that ancient writers give widely 
divergent totals of the number of his collected works. Such 
inconsistency, he suggests, is grounds for considering that 
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many of them were plagiarized. “If Aristotle in 200 B.C. had 
only 400 books, by what miracle did they increase to 1,000 in 
the Second Century A.D.? Or was it forgery?” 64 In fact Aristo¬ 
tle’s works would have filled 106 book rolls, and we know of 
19 spurious works. 66 These forgeries were written by later 
Greek writers and have no particular connection with Egypt. 
Such discrepancies as there are in the three surviving ancient 
catalogues resulted from the use of differing methods of clas¬ 
sification. For example, the catalogues seem to be lists of 
manuscripts rather than complete works; sometimes related 
treatises are collected under one title, at others they appear 
as separate entries. 66 There are analogous discrepancies in 
the lists of works attributed to other prolific ancient writers, 
such as the Greek tragic poets, where the same work might 
be listed twice under two alternative titles. Where did James 
get his figures of400 and 1,000? One ancient source says that 
Ptolemy, the first-century A.D. biographer of Aristotle, listed a 
thousand works, but a list attributed to Ptolemy by an Arabic 
source lists only ninety-two titles. 67 The number 400 appears 
to have come out of thin air. 

James is also determined to show that the other Greek 
philosophers plagiarized from Egyptian sources and “did not 
teach anything new.” 68 First James discusses “similarities” 
between the doctrines of the early Greek philosophers and 
Egyptian “philosophy.” Again, he insists that their theories of 
creation ultimately derive from the Memphite Theology. The 
creation story in the first book of Genesis is the source of 
Thales’s idea about everything coming from water, Anaximan¬ 
der’s idea of the boundless, and Anaximenes’ notion that all 
creatures get their life from air. Since the author of Genesis, 
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Moses, was an initiate into the Egyptian Mysteries, James 
states that the Hebrew creation story is “clearly of Egyptian 
origin,” and that “the early Ionic Philosophers drew their 
teachings from Egyptian sources.” 59 The Memphite Theology 
is also the source of the theory of opposites expounded by 
Zeno, Parmenides, and Democritus. It also inspired Heracli¬ 
tus’s notion that the origin of the cosmos was fire, Anaxago¬ 
ras’s concept of a controlling Mind, and Democritus’s theory of 
Atoms. 60 Such an argument can be sustained only if one is 
prepared to ignore any or all significant differences among 
the texts discussed, and overlooks any inconsistencies, such 
as the notion that the Greeks stole from the same Egyptian 
source the contradictory ideas that the universe was created 
from water and from fire. 

According to James, the other key document used by the 
Greeks was once again the Egyptian Book of the Dead. We 
have seen how James, by failing to describe accurately the 
widely different character of the two texts, insists that the 
Book of the Dead is the source of Aristotle’s treatise On the 
Soul. He also believes that Pythagoras’s theory of transmigra¬ 
tion derives from it, and likewise Plato’s theory of recollec¬ 
tion. Like Herodotus, James seems unaware that the 
Egyptians did not believe in the transmigration of souls. 61 
Other important Greek doctrines were taken directly from 
the Egyptian Mysteries. These include the notion of the Sum- 
mum Bonum in Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato, and, of course, 
Aristotle. 62 He relies on Freemasonic literature to claim that 
the theory of the Four Elements originated in Egypt in 5000 
B.c. 63 Its real source, as we have seen, is the initiation ritual 
invented by the Abb6 Terrasson. 
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James also asserts that Democritus’s theory of Atoms, in ad¬ 
dition to being derived from the Memphite Theology, was in¬ 
spired by the magical doctrines of the Egyptian Mysteries. 
James seems to think that Democritus learned about magic on 
his visit to Egypt; but according to Diogenes Laertius in his 
sketch of Democritus’s life, Democritus went to Egypt to learn 
geometry, and to Persia to learn about magic. 64 He never ex¬ 
plains just how Democritus was supposed to have learned 
about atomism from the Egyptian magic. But James appar¬ 
ently is prepared to use any argument that can be made to 
seem plausible. He asserts that Democritus, like Aristotle, 
could not possibly have written all the books attributed to him, 
and therefore he must have taken them from the Mystery Sys¬ 
tem. He even suggests a scenario for the transfer of informa¬ 
tion: Egyptian Mystery System books were sold to Democritus 
by Anaxarchus, who accompanied Alexander in his invasion of 
Egypt. He does not point out that it is chronologically impossi¬ 
ble for Democritus to have received Egyptian books from 
Anaxarchus. Alexander and Anaxarchus went to Egypt in 332 
B.C., at least forty years after Democritus’s death (ca. 380-370). 
Again, as in the case of Aristotle and the Library of Alexandria, 
James is prepared to overlook even such significant chronologi¬ 
cal problems in.order to drive home his central points. 

James’s treatment of Socrates is even more irresponsible. 
Once again, James uses the “silence of history” as a reason to 
suppose that Socrates studied in Egypt and was initiated as a 
Master Mason. 66 James believes that Socrates’ sense of justice, 
self-control, and perfect honesty show that he was an initiate. 
He presumes that Socrates was initiated into a higher degree 
of Masonry than Anaxagoras, Plato, and Aristotle, because he 
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did not go into exile in order to avoid being tried and con¬ 
demned to death. 66 He claims that while in Egypt Socrates 
studied astrology and geology, and also learned about the doc¬ 
trine of self-knowledge, where the phrase “Man, know thy¬ 
self” was written on all the temples. 67 

But again, James’s hypothesis about Socrates works only if 
we are prepared to ignore significant evidence to the contrary. 
Why doesn’t James mention that during his trial for impiety 
Socrates explicitly states that he knows absolutely nothing 
about astrology and geology? 68 Why doesn’t he point out that 
the motto “know thyself,” so far as anyone else knows, is 
Greek in origin? It was inscribed on the entrance to the tem¬ 
ple of Apollo at Delphi. 69 And finally, why doesn’t he point out 
that in reality history is not silent on the subject of Socrates’ 
life? We know much more about him than about many famous 
Greeks, from the writings of his pupils Plato and Xenophon. 
Plato, in particular, specifies that Socrates never left Athens 
except on military campaigns elsewhere in Greece. 70 If no an¬ 
cient writer says that Socrates studied in Egypt, there is a 
natural and evident explanation: he never left Greece at all 
during his lifetime. He did not learn about justice and self- 
control from the Egyptian Mysteries; rather, his conduct in 
life provided the inspiration for Plato’s notion of a philosophi¬ 
cal training. Plato’s writings, in turn, inspired the Neoplaton- 
ists and writers like Iamblichus, and ultimately the elaborate 
portrait of Sethos’s initiation in Terrasson’s novel. 

The charges that James makes against Plato are virtually 
the same as those he made against the pre-Socratic philoso¬ 
phers and against Socrates himself. From the Memphite The¬ 
ology Plato took the doctrine of opposites, and the notion of the 
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demiurge responsible for creation. The All-Seeing Eye of the 
Mystery System suggested Plato’s doctrine of the Mind. The 
initiation ritual inspired Plato’s doctrine of the good and of 
virtue. The Judgment drama in the Egyptian Book of the Dead 
provided the model for the ideal state in Plato’s Republic. 

But James is not content with asserting that Plato took his 
ideas from Egypt. He also seeks to show that Plato, like Aristo¬ 
tle, was not the author of the works traditionally assigned to 
him. Although no responsible ancient or modem scholar has 
ever questioned the authenticity of Plato’s dialogues Republic 
and Timaeus, James mentions two obscure ancient anecdotes 
that raise doubts about their authorship. These are the stories 
recorded by Diogenes Laertius that Plato based his Republic 
on Protagoras’s Controversies, and transcribed his Timaeus 
from a copy of a work (now lost) on necessity and harmony by 
Philolaus of Croton in Italy. 71 Even if those anecdotes had 
come from a more reliable source than the undiscriminating 
biographer Diogenes Laertius; it would be unwise to take such 
stories of dependency literally. In ancient biography, a claim 
that one writer took something from another usually means 
only that they both wrote on the same kinds of subject. 72 Often 
such tales are based on jokes in comedy. 73 

James’s attempt to prove that Plato stole his philosophy is 
particularly easy to discount. He insists that Plato could not 
have learned about chariots from any Greek source, “for 
nowhere in their brief military history (i.e., up to the time of 
Plato) do we find the use of such a war machine by the 
Greeks.” Therefore, James asserts, Plato’s use of the metaphor 
of the chariot and winged steeds must have been plagiarized. 
He identifies Egypt as Plato’s source, because they used char- 
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iots, as, for example, in the case of Pharaoh’s pursuit of the Is¬ 
raelites in the Bible. 74 But why couldn’t the idea have come 
from Assyria or Persia or China, or, for that matter, from 
Greece itself? James seems to believe that the Greeks did not 
know about chariots because they did not use them in the 
weirs they fought during the fifth century B.C. But that does 
not mean they did not have them. Once again James has 
overlooked significant and obvious evidence. Chariots are 
mentioned frequently in the great Greek national epic, 
Homer’s Iliad, where they were used to bring warriors into 
battle. By the fifth century, that type of warfare was techno¬ 
logically out of date, but the Greeks still used chariots in cere¬ 
monial functions. There were chariot races at many of the 
competitions regularly held at religious festivals, such as the 
Olympic and Pythian games. Plato would have had many op¬ 
portunities both to read about chariots and to see them por¬ 
trayed in art, and to watch them in action. 

Such eagerness to find fault with the Greeks, even where 
none exists, is characteristic of Stolen Legacy. James alleges 
that the intellectual climate of Greece was hostile to philoso¬ 
phy and that the Greeks had no creative powers. 76 He at¬ 
tempts to show that the Greeks were by nature a contentious 
and noncontemplative people. 76 He does not give them credit 
for any success. He asserts that their battles against the Per¬ 
sians were indecisive, even though all surviving historical ev¬ 
idence indicates that they won decisive victories at Marathon, 
Plataea, and Salamis. 77 He argues that it would have been 
impossible for Aristotle to write on all the different subjects 
attributed to him. 78 He refers to Socrates as the “alleged 
teacher of Plato.” 79 By frequently making and often repeating 
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disparaging remarks such as these, James attempts to create a 
fantasy world in which his theory of the Stolen Legacy becomes 
ever more plausible, even though, as we have seen, he can 
muster no real evidence to support it. 

Did James believe that he was offering his readers a true 
account of the history of Greek philosophy? Probably he did, 
since he started from the false premise that there was such a 
thing as an Egyptian Mystery System. Clearly he was com¬ 
mitted to a noble goal, that of liberating black peoples and 
promoting a new formulation of race relations. 80 Perhaps he 
thought that this end justified any means at his disposal. 
Otherwise he would not have been prepared to suppress con¬ 
tradictory evidence, or to make claims about the Greeks that 
could immediately be discounted by anyone with even a su¬ 
perficial knowledge of Greek history. 

Perhaps also, if James had been less committed to his 
cause, he would have been more straightforward in the way he 
supplies documentation for his arguments. As it stands, he 
presents citations of both primary and secondary source mate¬ 
rials in a particularly misleading way. There are no footnotes. 
Instead, he lists the sources he has consulted only at the end 
of individual sections, so that it is impossible to know which 
claim is supposed to be supported by any particular citation. 81 
As a result, the reader is left with the impression that some of 
James’s more extravagant claims about the Greeks are sup¬ 
ported in some of the standard authorities he cites, and that 
Stolen Legacy is a bona fide work of scholarship. But in fact no 
authorization for the notion of a “stolen legacy” can be found in 
books like Zeller’s History of Greek Philosophy (1881), or 
Turner’s general History of Philosophy (1903), or Sanford’s 
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textbook The Mediterranean World in Ancient Times (1938). 82 
Readers who try to find the passages cited will often discover 
that references to both ancient and modem texts are incom¬ 
plete or simply wrong. 83 

But historical accuracy was not James’s primary concern. 
Some of his assertions are purely fanciful, such as the idea 
that the Egyptian sun-god Atum is connected with the Greek 
concept of the atom. 84 The word atom is Greek, from a- (“not”) 
and temnein (“cut”). It is not true that “it was a habit of the 
Greeks to Hellenize Egyptian words by transliterating them 
and adding them to the Greek vocabulary.” James cites only 
one example of this alleged practice: the name Io, which 
James believes to be Coptic. If that were true, it would prove 
little or nothing, since Coptic was the form of Egyptian used 
after the Greek conquest. But in fact, the real etymology of 
Io’s name is unknown, like that of many mythological proper 
names. 85 James insists that the Greek word Aigyptos means 
“black,” but it too is another proper name of uncertain origin. 
James appears to have invented the notion that Simeon “who 
was called black” (Acts of the Apostles 13.1) was “an Egyptian 
professor attached to the Church of Rome.” 86 But all we know 
about this obscure person is that his Latin nickname, niger 
(that is, “black”), may suggest that he was of Ethiopian de¬ 
scent. 87 The pyramids were not so called because the Egyp¬ 
tians were worshippers of fire (Greek pyr). 88 The name 
derives from the Greek cakes they were thought to resemble, 
and which were made of wheat (pyros ). 89 And why does James 
persist in saying that hieroglyphs were secret symbols, when 
since the time of decipherment it has been known that they 
were used primarily as letters? 
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Because of all these inaccuracies, and the many fundamen¬ 
tal flaws in his argument and documentation, no one who has 
seriously studied the ancient world has found James’s argu¬ 
ments persuasive. Nonetheless, in 1987 Martin Bernal com¬ 
plained that the Cornell University Library did not contain a 
copy of Stolen Legacy, because it was “not recognized as a 
proper book,” or known outside of the black community. 90 
Bernal is certainly justified in insisting that the book belongs 
in university libraries, even though it has virtually no aca¬ 
demic value. The book has a place in research libraries be¬ 
cause of the wide influence it has had within the black 
community, and the significant role it has played in the his¬ 
tory of ideas. I believe that all ancient historians ought to be 
aware of the book’s existence, and of the importance it seems 
to have even in intellectual circles. 

But that does not mean that James’s conclusions must be 
accepted or that his work can be regarded as a form of schol¬ 
arship. It cannot and should not be forgotten that all of his 
most dramatic contentions are simply untrue. Aristotle did 
not steal books from the library at Alexandria and try to pass 
them off as his own. Nor did any of the other Greek philoso¬ 
phers learn their ideas in Egypt, because even if they went 
there (and not all of them did), they would not have been able 
to study with priests in the Egyptian Mystery System. The 
existence of a few common themes does not prove or even sug¬ 
gest that Greek writers plagiarized from the Book of the 
Dead, the Memphite Theology, or any other Egyptian source. 
The ancient Greeks were completely capable of inventing the 
literature that has always been attributed to them. Despite 
its many political controversies, the intellectual climate of 
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ancient Athens encouraged discussion, argument, and inquiry. 
The general account of the development of Greek thought to be 
found in conventional history books is basically true. 

Not only does Stolen Legacy not add to knowledge, it has 
inspired other writers and teachers to make misleading and 
extravagant claims about ancient history. In his book Africa, 
Mother of Western Civilization, James’s pupil Yosef A. A. ben- 
Jochannan describes how the Greeks began “their major ef¬ 
forts in copying and otherwise plagiarizing Kimit’s [that is, 
Egypt’s] and other Nile Valley High-Cultures’ concepts” and 
speaks of how “Western Educators” have concealed from the 
world the true extent of the Greek debt to Egypt. 91 Aristotle, 
he claims, “sacked” the Library of Alexandria, in 332 B.C., 
when he “had full run of all educational institutions in 
Egypt.” 92 He removed the names of African authors from the 
books in the Library and put his name “on African works that 
predated his own birth by thousands of years.” 93 

Ben-Jochannan seems more concerned about the alleged 
sacking of the library than interested in the materials Aristo¬ 
tle was supposed to have taken. For a detailed account of the 
university “curriculum” from which Greek philosophy was 
supposed to have been derived, it is necessary to turn to the 
Senegalese scholar Cheikh Anta Diop. In his principal work, 
Civilization or Barbarism, Diop assures us that “every Greek 
initiate or pupil had to write a final paper on Egyptian cos¬ 
mogony and the mysteries, irrespective of the curriculum that 
he had followed.” 94 With much ingenuity, Diop attempts to 
show that Plato’s Timaeus is heavily dependent on Egyptian 
ideas, which Plato learned during his thirteen-year visit to 
Heliopolis. The “proof” that Plato is transmitting Egyptian 
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ideas is that in the Timaeus Plato says the world was created 
by a demiurge, and that Ra, the god of Heliopolis, was also 
said to have created the world. Like James, Diop assumes 
that the existence of common themes is a proof of dependency. 
According to Diop, another notable sign of Egyptian inspira¬ 
tion is Plato’s optimism, which must be “a heritage of the 
African school” because Indo-Europeans are generally pes- 
simisticd). Also Plato, like the Egyptians, emphasizes the role 
of order and laws. 95 Plato’s astronomy, Diop claims, is an inte-. 
gral copy of Egyptian theory, but he does not supply details. 
Instead, he argues that since Plato offers only a “mediocre, 
degraded and mystical” account of Egyptian learning, the re¬ 
semblance is obscured. 96 Like James (whose book is listed in 
his bibliography), Diop assumes that most of the other Greek 
philosophers studied in Egypt. Like James, he claims that the 
theory of opposites was of Egyptian origin, because in Her- 
mopolitan cosmogony the gods are paired as opposites, for ex¬ 
ample, the hidden and visible, night and day. 

One therefore sees how abusive it is to credit Heraclitus 
alone with the theory of opposites: this was a commonplace 
to all those Greek scholars who had studied under the 
Egyptian priests and who were using almost word for word 
the “laws of opposites” of the Hermopolitan cosmogony, or 
who were contenting themselves with making variations on 
the same theme. 97 

Diop does not point put that there is a considerable difference 
between the complex relationships between Egyptian deities, 
who can and do assume many different forms and identities, 
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and the impersonal and abstract formulations of Heraclitus 
and Aristotle. Nor does he observe that the notion of opposites 
can be found in virtually any religious text, because it is a 
fundamental mode of human thought. 

Diop also accuses the Greek mathematician Archimedes 
of being “faithful” to a Greek tradition of plagiarism. He 
states that Archimedes’ favorite discovery was a sphere in¬ 
scribed in a cylinder equal to the height of the cylinder, and 
states that the Egyptians already knew how to determine 
the area of both spheres and cylinders. The Egyptians knew 
how to determine the area of spheres, but that was not what 
Archimedes claimed to have discovered. Archimedes deter¬ 
mined that the volume of the cylinder was 3/2 the area of 
the sphere, and that its surface (sides and bases) is 3/2 the 
surface of the sphere. No comparable formulation exists in 
Egyptian mathematics. 98 

James introduced a new school of historical research, by 
demonstrating in Stolen Legacy that anyone can claim any¬ 
thing about the past. 99 The first step is to downplay contradic¬ 
tory evidence; then to deduce from the limited facts one has 
assembled only those conclusions that support one’s central 
thesis, or (if necessary) to invent evidence that suits one’s own 
particular purposes. In order to establish similarity, one needs 
to begin from the assumption of a direct connection, and then 
make the evidence fit the facts, by omitting details and by 
overlooking significant differences. The only problem is that 
the result of such efforts is not history, but rather a kind of hy¬ 
brid between myth and history, a myth about history. 

In Nineteen Eighty-Four George Orwell described a night¬ 
mare world in which “all history was a palimpsest, scraped 
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clean and reinscribed exactly as often as was necessary.” 100 A 
little later in the book Winston Smith, the book’s hero, is told 
by a colleague in the Records Department of the Ministry of 
Truth, 

"By 2050—earlier probably—all real knowledge of Old- 
speak [that is, standard English] will have disappeared. 
The whole literature of the past will have been destroyed. 
Chaucer, Shakespeare, Milton, Byron—they’ll exist only in 
Newspeak versions, not merely changed into something dif¬ 
ferent, but actually changed into something contradictory of 
what they used to be.” 101 

What Orwell predicted for 2050 actually happened a century 
earlier, with the publication of Stolen Legacy in 1954. For in 
that book George G. M. James rewrote ancient history so 
drastically that it became both different from and contradic¬ 
tory to what it had previously been. 



SIX 


CONCLUSION 


I f the notion of a Stolen Legacy is a myth, and has virtually 
no historical value, why should it be taught in schools and 
universities as history? It should not, especially since study of 
the myth replaces real learning about the ancient Mediter¬ 
ranean world and about Africa. Extreme Afrocentric “ancient 
history” has no place in the curriculum of schools or of univer¬ 
sities. Appealing mythologies about the past bring satisfac¬ 
tion in the short run, but in the end they damage the very 
cause they are intended to promote. The events of this century 
have shown that.it is dangerous to allow propaganda to usurp 
historical truth. Even if the group sponsoring the propaganda 
feels their intentions to be noble, by substituting myth for his¬ 
tory they open the way for other groups to invent their own 
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histories. Some of these new mythologies could harm African- 
Americans far more than Afrocentrist mythology could ever 
help them. 

In the particular case of the Afrocentric myth of antiquity, 
not only is the myth unhistorical, it is essentially not African. 
As we have seen, it is a product of the same Eurocentric cul¬ 
ture that the Afrocentrists seek to blame for the eclipse of 
African civilization, and for world problems generally. Most 
ironically, by claiming as African a myth that is fundamen¬ 
tally European, the Afrocentrists make Africa the source of 
the culture that they blame for their own troubles. Another 
Eurocentric feature of Afrocentrism is its concentration on 
Egypt. By failing to pay equal regard to other African civiliza¬ 
tions, such as that of Nubia, the Afrocentrists appear to be 
judging African cultures by European standards. Egypt has 
always been admired by Europeans for the antiquity of its 
civilization and for its artistic and architectural remains. 
Why focus on one African nation which has won European ad¬ 
miration for its achievements? 

Extreme Afrocentrism prevents students from learning 
about real ancient African civilizations. But that is just one of 
the dangers involved in Afrocentric myth. The notion of a 
Stolen Legacy is destructive in other ways as well. First of all, 
it teaches young students to distrust all Europeans, past and 
present. That is a racist approach, and like all forms of 
racism, both morally wrong and intellectually misleading. Are 
all Europeans alike? Are they one single race, and all Africans 
another? Anyone who has so much as glanced at a map real¬ 
izes that neither Europe nor Africa is composed of one ethnic¬ 
ity or nation. 
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Another limitation of Afrocentric ancient history is that 
while pretending to be scholarly, it is often completely unsci¬ 
entific. As we have seen, there is little or no historical sub¬ 
stance to many of the Afrocentrists’ most striking claims 
about the ancient world. There is no evidence that Socrates, 
Hannibal, and Cleopatra had African ancestors. There is no 
archaeological data to support the notion that Egyptians mi-: 
grated to Greece during the second millennium B.C. (or before 
that). There is no reason to think that Greek religious prac¬ 
tices originated in Egypt. Even if the Greek philosophers ac¬ 
tually went to Egypt, they did not steal their philosophy 
during their visits there. The important Egyptian religious 
texts share only a few general common themes with the 
Greek philosophical writings, most of which can be found in 
the religious works of other ancient Mediterranean peoples. 

Other assertions are not merely unscientific; they are false. 
Democritus could not have copied his philosophy from books 
stolen from Egypt by Anaxarchus, because he had died many 
years before Alexander’s invasion. Aristotle could not have 
stolen his philosophy from books in the library at Alexandria, 
because the library was not built until after his death. There 
never was such a thing as an Egyptian Mystery System. The 
notion of mysteries, or rituals of initiation, is fundamentally 
Greek, and such information as we have about Egyptian mys¬ 
teries dates from a period when Egypt had been occupied and 
influenced by both Greeks and Romans. The Egyptian univer¬ 
sities described by James and Diop never existed, except in 
their own imaginations, and in that of the French scholar- 
priest Jean Terrasson. 

Because of all these inaccuracies, Afrocentrism not only 
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teaches what is untrue; it encourages students to ignore 
known chronology, to forget about looking for material evi¬ 
dence, to select only those facts that are convenient, and to in¬ 
vent facts whenever useful or necessary. It does not warn 
students that nations do not horrow (or steal) cultures from 
one another in the way that neighbors borrow cups of sugar. 
If the Greeks had learned their philosophy from a large theo¬ 
retical literature produced by Egyptian writers, surely some 
trace of that literature would have remained in Egypt, and we 
would know the names or schools that produced it. We have 
a detailed knowledge of Greek literature, even though the 
Romans used it as the model for their own original literary 
creations. 

In short, the Afrocentric myth of antiquity does not educate 
its adherents. Instead, it keeps them in a state of illusion, 
both about the true course of history and also of the ways in 
which people have always been able learn from cultures other 
than their own. 


IS AFROCENTRISM A NEW 
HISTORICAL METHODOLOGY? 

As I observed in chapter 2, it has become fashionable to as¬ 
sume that history is culturally determined, and that each cul¬ 
ture or ethnic group can write its own history differently. In 
particular, cultural relativism has offered an intellectual jus¬ 
tification for Afrocentric history. “This is the age of Diop,” 
Molefi Kete Asante assures us in Kemet, Afrocentricity, and 
Knowledge (1990). In Asante’s view, Diop’s achievement was to 
free people of African descent from their dependence on Euro- 
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centric frames of reference, by arguing that “the objectivity of 
knowledge referred to by European scholars could not be sep¬ 
arated from the consciousness of the social-cultural world and 
that Europeans brought that consciousness with them when¬ 
ever they discussed Africa.” 1 Asante appears to be saying that 
no one need believe anything that any European says about 
Africa. That declaration is indeed liberating, at least to Afro- 
centrists. Anyone who accepts Asante’s formulation need not 
trust a word I have said in this book, or that anyone has said 
or will ever say in criticism of Afrocentrism. 

This line of reasoning requires us to assume that invariably 
and without exception the character of a person’s motivations 
is predetermined by his culture or ethnicity, instead of by indi¬ 
vidual volition. Isn’t that virtually the same as saying that it is 
not I who speak, but my skin that speaks for me? To return for 
a moment to the question of Socrates’ ancestry that I raised in 
the first chapter: if Professor Asante says there is no evidence 
that Socrates is black, should he be trusted because he himself 
is black, but if I say exactly the same thing, no one need be¬ 
lieve me, because I am a person of European descent, and a 
classicist, and for that reason motivated by self-interest, self¬ 
promotion, or inherent prejudice? Is the remark more true be¬ 
cause he said it, but less true because I said it? Leaving aside 
for the moment the question of historical reality, whatever 
happened to the notion that individuals could think for them¬ 
selves, and break beyond the bounds of their culture, national¬ 
ity, race, or ethnicity? Diop’s historicism is not so liberating as 
it first may seem, because it requires its adherents to confine 
their thinking to rigid ethnic categories that have little 
demonstrable connection with practical reality. 
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We come now to the other flaw in Diop’s methodology. As 
we saw in the last chapter, his mode of history writing allows 
him to disregard historical evidence, especially if it comes 
from European sources. But does being an African enable one 
to know about the particulars of African history, simply by in¬ 
tuition or osmosis? Asante seems to think so. But what about 
the revisionist ancient “history” that he has offered to his 
readers? The Egyptian Mystery System that he imagines to 
be African is in reality actually European in origin, as we saw 
in chapter 4. So African intuition is not a more reliable guide 
to the truth about Africa than European or Asian intuition, 
whatever those might be supposed to be. 

Instead of relying on such extra-rational devices as cultural 
motivation or intuition, surely everyone will be better served by 
paying attention to history rather than to the historian. What is 
the qualify of the evidence? Does it stand up to scrutiny? Discus¬ 
sions about evidence is what scholarship used to be about, and I 
would argue that we must return to debates about the evidence. 
When Professor Asante and I debated the issue of Egyptian influ¬ 
ence on Greece on a radio program in May 1993, we agreed about 
many issues. As I recall, we discussed the evidence and agreed 
that the Egyptians were an African people, and that the Greeks 
did not steal their philosophy from Egypt. It is possible to say 
that some things are true, and others are not, and some things 
are more likely to be true than others, at least on the basis of 
what is now known. Rather than assume that each race, or each 
ethnic group, or each nation, should write its own versions of his¬ 
tory, I would like to join David Hollinger in calling for a wider 
cosmopolitanism, which seeks to be sensitive to different points 
of view, and which can represent a diversity of viewpoints. 2 
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IS THERE A DIVERSITY OF TRUTHS? 

There are of course many possible interpretations of the truth, 
but some things are simply not true. It is not true that there was 
no Holocaust. There was a Holocaust, although we may disagree 
about the numbers of people killed. Likewise, it is not true that 
the Greeks stole their philosophy from Egypt; rather, it is true 
that the Greeks were influenced in various ways over a long pe¬ 
riod of time by their contact with the Egyptians. But then, what 
culture at any time has not been influenced by other cultures, 
and what exactly do we mean by “influence’? If we talk about 
Greek philosophy as a “Stolen Legacy,” which the Greeks swiped 
from Egyptian universities, we are not telling the truth, but re¬ 
lating a stray, or a myth, or a tall tale. But if we talk about Egypt¬ 
ian influence on Greece, we are discussing a historical issue. 

In historical and scientific discussions it is possible to distin¬ 
guish degrees, and to be more or less accurate. As a classicist, I 
may overemphasize the achievement of the Greeks because I 
do not know enough about the rest of the Mediterranean world; 
Egyptologists may be inclined to make the same mistake in the 
opposite direction. We recognize that no historian can write 
without some amount of bias; that is why history must always 
be rewritten. But not all bias amounts to distortion or is equiv¬ 
alent to indoctrination. If I am aware that I am likely to be bi¬ 
ased for any number of reasons, and try to compensate for my 
bias, the result should be very different in quality and charac¬ 
ter from what I would say if I were consciously setting about to 
achieve a particular political goal. 

Drawing a clear distinction between motivations and evi¬ 
dence has a direct bearing on the question of academic freedom. 
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When it comes to deciding what one can or cannot say in class, 
the question of ethnicity or of motivations, whether personal or 
cultural, is or ought to be irrelevant. What matters is whether 
what one says is supported by facts and evidence, texts or for¬ 
mulae. The purpose of diversity, at least in academe, is to en¬ 
sure that instruction does not become a vehicle for 
indoctrinating students in the values of the majority culture, or 
for limiting the curriculum to the study of the history and liter¬ 
ature of the majority culture. That means that it is essential for 
a university to consider developments outside of Europe and 
North America, and to assess the achievements of non-Euro¬ 
pean cultures with respect and sympathy. 

It is another question whether or not diversity should be ap¬ 
plied to the truth. Are there, can there be, multiple, diverse 
“truths?” If there are, which “truth” should win? The one that is 
most loudly argued, or most persuasively phrased? Diverse 
“truths” are possible only if “truth” is understood to mean 
something like “point of view.” But even then not every point of 
view, no matter how persuasively it is put across, or with what 
intensity it is argued, can be equally valid. I may sincerely be¬ 
lieve that Plato studied with Moses (like the Jews in Alexan¬ 
dria in the second and first centuries B.c.) and speak eloquently 
about all that Plato learned from him, but that will not mean 
that what I say corresponds to any known facts. Moses lived (if 
indeed he lived at all) centuries before Plato; they spoke differ¬ 
ent languages, and the Torah (or Pentateuch), even though it 
contains admonitions and legislation, has little in common 
with Plato’s Laws. In order to be true, my assertion about Plato 
would need to be supported by warranted evidence. And it can¬ 
not be. The notion of diversity does not extend to truth. 
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If it is not possible for the same thing to be at once false and 
true, there is a means of judging what should be taught in a uni¬ 
versity. Should we offer (and use university money to staff) a 
course in which the instructor contends that ancient Greek phi¬ 
losophy was stolen from ancient Hebrew philosophy? For conve¬ 
nience, let’s call this course “The Hebraic Laws of Plato.” In favor 
of such a course, it might be argued that there is some limited 
historical support for contending that the Greeks were inspired 
by the Jews. As we have seen, in the second and third centuries 
A.D. Clement and some other church fathers took the idea seri¬ 
ously. Another argument in favor of the course is its potential ap¬ 
peal to Jewish students, who would be “empowered” or at least 
be made to feel less culturally isolated by what they learned in it. 

Now suppose that our primary goal were to “empower” Jew¬ 
ish students. If the course empowered them, would it really 
matter if its content were manifestly untrue? In some univer¬ 
sities today, it appears that the answer to this question would 
be no, it does not matter whether what is taught is true, or is 
supported by warranted evidence, because a diverse point of 
view, with a laudable social goal, has been presented. More¬ 
over (so the argument goes) it would be wrong for the univer¬ 
sity administration to interfere in any way, because the 
academic freedom of the instructor should be protected. 

Those who believe that the primary purpose of the univer¬ 
sity is to promote particular social goals may be willing to in¬ 
clude courses like “The Hebraic Laws of Plato” in the 
curriculum. But I believe that we would be better advised to 
think of social justice as an important, perhaps even the most 
important by-product of education. If the real purpose of uni¬ 
versities has been, and should remain, the dissemination of 
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knowledge, then we need to be concerned with the quality of 
“knowledge” on offer. If we do not, there will be irreversible 
damage, far greater than if we abandoned all notions of try¬ 
ing to teach social justice in our courses. 


ARE THERE ANY LIMITS TO 
ACADEMIC FREEDOM? 

If diversity does not apply to truth, then there are limits to 
academic freedom. That does not mean that we should try to 
keep students from knowing about erroneous theories or hy¬ 
pothetical possibilities, or from reading works like Hitler’s 
Mein Kampf, the Nation of Islam’s Secret Relationship be¬ 
tween Blacks and Jews, or James’s Stolen Legacy. In my own 
case I would never teach Plato again without mentioning the 
Afrocentrist theory that Socrates was of African descent, and 
in all my courses I discuss the question of Egyptian influence 
on Greece. But I also point out why I believe that the allega¬ 
tions made by Afrocentric writers such as James and ben- 
Jochannan are wrong, and I give the students access to all the 
information they need to make up their own minds about 
Socrates’ ancestry, and the extent to which Greek culture was 
borrowed from earlier civilizations. 

But courses that are designed to conceal a considerable 
body of evidence, or that are intended to instill resentment 
and distrust in place of open discussion, have no place in the 
curriculum. We do not need a course on “The Hebraic Laws of 
Plato,” even if someone wants to teach such a course and 
some students are willing and even eager to take it. Even as 
recently as thirty years ago it would not have seemed unrea- 
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sonable to ask faculty members at least to explain why partic¬ 
ular courses needed to be offered. But now the raising of such 
questions seems to many people a violation of the basic prin¬ 
ciples of university life. When I suggested that Afrocentrists 
discuss the evidence for their claims about the past, one critic 
complained that my viewpoint was “McCarthyite in its intol¬ 
erance.” 3 Why “McCarthyite?” In the essay I said nothing 
about taking disciplinary action of any kind against instruc¬ 
tors who teach what is manifestly untrue. Rather, I was trying 
to draw attention to the differences between freedom of speech 
and academic freedom. Freedom of speech gives me the right 
to say that Aristotle stole his philosophy from Egypt, provided 
that it is clear that what I am expressing is my opinion, and 
that I do not pretend or assert that it is factually accurate and 
true in every respect. One can say many outrageous, untrue, 
and cruel things in this country, and on the whole it is better 
to have such license than to restrict free expression. 

Whether freedom of speech extends to the classroom is an¬ 
other question. Academic freedom and tenure are not in¬ 
tended to protect the expression of uninformed or frivolous 
opinions. Implicit restrictions are already in place, even though 
they may not be stated in college catalogues. One such restric¬ 
tion is competence within a field. Faculty are appointed as in¬ 
structors in particular subjects, not as generalists. For example, 
I was hired to teach Greek and Latin; not Egyptian. I should 
not be allowed to teach Egyptian because I have no creden¬ 
tials in Egyptian; another reason is that I know only a few 
words of Egyptian, even though I can read a Coptic dictionary 
because the Coptic alphabet is based on Greek. This does not 
mean that if I chose to learn Egyptian and acquire an advanced 
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degree in the subject, I should not be allowed to teach it. Until 
I acquire such credentials no one, not even the most avid par¬ 
tisans of the subject, should want me to do so, because I do 
not have the necessary competence. 

The question of competence in language study is relatively 
easy to determine, because it is possible for many people to 
agree about what it means to be fluent in or knowledgeable 
about any given language, its literature, and culture. For the 
same reason, it is relatively easy to determine who is compe¬ 
tent in scientific subjects. We do not hire geographers who 
teach that the world is flat, because there is a considerable 
body of evidence that shows that flat-earth theory is false, even 
though for many centuries it was universally regarded as true. 

It is much more difficult to identify competence in subjects 
where there is no established body of evidence or where there 
is more than one possible methodology. There are many valid 
ways to read a literary text, although here again one expects 
instructors to have professional credentials, to be able to pro¬ 
vide an argument for their way of reading the works of litera¬ 
ture that they profess, and to show that they know its basic 
content (Hamlet is not the hero of Macbeth, for example). 

But in certain subject areas motivation and identity have 
been taken as the equivalent of professional credentials. For 
example, does being a woman automatically guarantee knowl¬ 
edge of Women’s Studies? I would argue that being a woman 
may make me or someone else aware of women’s problems, 
but not necessarily of their extent or of their solutions. In the 
case of the study of the ancient world, being female encour¬ 
aged some of us to take a particular interest in the status of 
women in Greece and Rome. But being female did not help us 
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interpret ancient documents and archaeological data; for that 
we needed to have professional training in ancient languages 
and civilization. Similarly, a person of African descent may be 
more curious about the civilization of ancient Egypt than 
someone from another ethnic background. But African ances¬ 
try alone will not help him understand ancient Egyptian reli¬ 
gion or enable him to read hieroglyphics. As we have seen, it 
did not prevent Diop from imagining that Mystical Egypt was 
a reality. 

The reason why we require competence and certification is 
that we are hired to teach people who want to learn about our 
subjects. We will not be serving our students well if we insist 
on teaching them what is factually incorrect, even if we imag¬ 
ine that it would be better for them if we did do so. If some 
students were comforted by being taught that the world was 
flat, wotild that justify the inclusion of Flat Earth Theory in 
the curriculum? Shouldn’t we object if a geographer repeat¬ 
edly taught that the world was flat, and did not mention that 
most other geographers happened to disagree with her, or de¬ 
scribe fairly the reasons why they did so? 


WHAT CAN BE DONE, IF ANYTHING? 

One strategy is to ignore the geographer who teaches that the 
earth is flat. Akin to this principle of turning a blind eye is the 
notion of minimizing damage: if only a few students are 
affected by flat-earth theory, why make a big fuss about it? 
With any luck they will never be in a position to drive their 
cars off the face of the earth. But even though ignoring the 
problem is the least difficult option, it is important to remem- 
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ber that it does not really solve the problem. Some students, 
even if only a few, will be learning nonsense. What happens if 
a student who thinks that the earth is flat becomes an engi¬ 
neer? It is our responsibility as educators to see that all our 
students get the best possible education. 

Of course, teaching false information about Socrates and 
Aristotle will not put anyone in immediate physical danger. 
But nonetheless these untruths do injustice, not only to the 
ancient Greeks who have been falsely maligned, but to their 
descendants. Why deprive the Greeks of their heritage, par¬ 
ticularly if the charges against the ancient Greeks can deci¬ 
sively be shown to be wrong? Why encourage hostility toward 
any ethnic group? Haven’t we seen enough examples in this 
century of the horrific results of teaching hostile propaganda? 

If we can bring ourselves not automatically to accept the 
first and easiest option of putting our heads in the sand and 
pretending that nothing is wrong, what ought to be done in¬ 
stead? I think the very least we can do is to complain and call 
attention to what is wrong. Certainly pointing out why flat- 
earth theory is wrong involves publicizing the inadequacies of 
both instructor and university, and that will cause a certain 
amount of pain. Bringing problems to light will lead (at the 
very least) to arguments and name-calling. But it is the better 
of the two options from an educational point of view, because 
it guarantees that at least some of our students have the op¬ 
portunity to know that there are or have been opposing view¬ 
points, thereby enabling them to make their own decisions. In 
order to learn and teach, we must ask tough questions. As 
Plato points out in the Republic, the search for the truth in¬ 
evitably causes pain to those who search for it. 4 
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Some of my colleagues have suggested that it is the respon¬ 
sibility of students (rather than of faculty) to point out that 
flat-earth theory is wrong, and vote against it, in effect, by not 
attending the lecture or taking the course. But that assumes 
that students will always be capable of knowing about the 
subject in question. Presumably all our students know that 
the earth is not flat, because they have seen photos of the 
(round) earth taken from cameras in space. But do all of them 
know that Aristotle could not possibly have stolen his philoso¬ 
phy from Egypt, and why it is possible to say so? Even though 
some students do know something about Aristotle, the main 
responsibility for determining the competence and contents of 
university instruction belongs and must belong to the faculty. 

There is another reason why we should not insist that our 
students decide about the quality of course offerings. The stu¬ 
dents who are in the best position to know about the quality 
or nature of a course are the students who are presently tak¬ 
ing that course. But these students are being graded by the 
instructor whose methods or information they have reason to 
question. They may not be free to comment until they are no 
longer in a position of being judged, or of needing letters of 
recommendation from that particular instructor, and it is un¬ 
fair to ask them to put their grade-point average in jeopardy. 

For these reasons, we cannot leave it up to students to deter¬ 
mine whether what they are being taught is reasonably accu¬ 
rate and/or represents all responsible viewpoints fairly. Why do 
we even need faculties if students are capable of making such 
determinations without their expert and informed assistance? 
We consider ourselves to be capable of judging faculty compe¬ 
tence when we make new appointments to our faculties, and 
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when these faculty members are considered for promotion and 
tenure. The trouble is that after a certain point in a person’s 
career, we virtually suspend judgment. 

Suspending judgment might seem to serve effectively the 
interests of the senior faculty, if those interests consist in be¬ 
ing allowed to do whatever they think best, provided that 
they either persuade their colleagues to let them do it, or that 
they behave in so obstructive'a way that their colleagues will 
allow them to do whatever they wish, in return for noninter¬ 
ference with their own work. But it is questionable whether 
such protective behavior, as it has long been practiced in this 
country, offers much benefit to the students or to the institu¬ 
tion. Who has not had at least one instructor who had not 
kept up with developments in his or her field? And who has 
not resented the fact, and wished that the university had of¬ 
fered something better? 

When as an undergraduate I complained of such substan¬ 
dard instruction, I was told, as students are still being told, 
that the person in question had tenure. Tenure, in effect, has 
become a kind of carte blanche to do whatever one wants, 
once one is lucky enough to get it. That may be what we have 
turned it into, but that was not its original purpose. Tenure 
was designed to allow faculty academic freedom. Initially, 

that meant that faculty should be allowed to teach theories 

\ 

and subjects that trustees and parents might not approve of. 
But it did not guarantee and could not guarantee complete 
autonomy, for the simple reason that no one can competently 
teach anyt hin g and everything. 

Academic freedom is the right to profess a discipline accord¬ 
ing to its recognized content and procedures, free from con- 
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straints and considerations extraneous to that discipline. I do 
not believe that academic freedom (whatever it has come to 
mean since) includes the right simply to cease to be an active 
member of the intellectual community, since that hardly 
serves the purposes of the university or its students. Nor do I 
believe that it can or should guarantee anyone the privilege of 
teaching what is beyond his or her range of proven compe¬ 
tence, even when such teaching is fully acceptable to stu¬ 
dents, or at least not questioned by them. Academic freedom 
does not include the right to teach in a way that prevents stu¬ 
dents from being able to learn. A university may want to keep 
a poor teacher who is a brilliant scholar on its staff, but it 
should not allow him to teach beginners. Similarly, instruc¬ 
tors should not use their classrooms systematically to arouse 
hatred of particular ethnicities or genders or individuals, be¬ 
cause only people who subscribe to these same prejudices or 
orthodoxies can be comfortable in such an atmosphere. 

What (if anything) should be done about the instructors 
who go beyond even our vaguely defined limits? I have sug¬ 
gested that we begin by debating all these issues, even if the 
debates are painful, because that way will be most educational 
for most people, both faculty and students. These debates will 
take time, because people are never eager to relinquish cher¬ 
ished views and established practices, especially when their 
egos are involved. Specifically, I think universities should not 
be quick to discipline instructors who insist on substituting 
false information for true, even if some individuals or groups 
have been injured by them. The issue is not whether some¬ 
one’s feelings have been hurt. Rather, it is the quality of 
instruction at our universities. So the first line of defense 
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should be words, and, when appropriate, even ridicule of the 
theories that have been shown to be contrafactual. 

Can, or should, anything else be done about courses used 
for dissemination of false information or for purposes of in¬ 
doctrination? The issue has received considerable public at¬ 
tention in the last few years as the result of the lawsuit 
against the City University of New York by Professor 
Leonard Jeffries. Jeffries teaches the Afrocentric theories of 
antiquity that I have described in this book. But the Univer¬ 
sity did not attempt to remove him from the chairmanship of 
his department or discipline him in any other way because of 
the quality of his teaching. Rather, they were concerned 
about a speech he made in 1991, which was thought to be 
anti-Semitic. The lower court reinstated Jeffries. But in his 
opinion ordering the reinstatement, Judge Conboy made a 
useful distinction between freedom of speech and academic 
freedom. He observed that there was no reason why City 
University should “continue to disserve its own students by 
subjecting them in class to the bigoted statements and ab¬ 
surd theories of any of its professors.” 6 

Conboy observed that the issues being litigated in the Jef¬ 
fries case were basically irrelevant, and that the real question 
is about standards, about what Jeffries teaches in the class¬ 
room. In effect, he said that it was the University’s business, 
and not the Court’s, to deal with academic questions. Surely 
he was right, because if these problems are left to the courts, 
academic freedom will be restricted in ways that affect even 
faculty with tenure. 

The problem is illustrated by the 1995 decision of the U.S. 
Appeals Court for the Second Circuit (New York) reversing 
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and remanding its prior decision to allow Jeffries’s reinstate¬ 
ment. 6 The court had been asked to reconsider its decision 
based upon Waters v. Churchill, a Supreme Court decision 
which held that a government employer could fire an em¬ 
ployee for m aking a disruptive speech (in this case a nurse 
had complained about a department in the hospital where she 
was employed). 7 In the light of the Waters decision, the Sec¬ 
ond Circuit court found that the City University was justified 
in disciplining Jeffries, because what he said in 1991 in a 
speech off campus was likely to be disruptive to the Univer¬ 
sity. This potential disruptiveness was enough to outweigh 
whatever First Amendment value Jeffries’s speech might 
have had. . 

The court also concluded that the decision did not infringe 
his academic freedom as a faculty member, because he still had 
tenure and “the defendants have not sought to silence him or 
otherwise limit his access to the ‘marketplace of ideas’ in the 
classroom.” Presumably he (or anyone) can go on saying what¬ 
ever he wants so long as he has tenure and as a department 
chair has only ministerial functions. The court did not specify 
whether they thought Jeffries’s 1991 speech was disruptive be¬ 
cause of its anti-Semitism, or because what he said showed 
that the university tolerated and employed in a position of 
some authority a person who was apparently willing repeat¬ 
edly to profess as true information that is known to be false. 

From the university’s point of view, the charge of academic 
incompetence is the more serious charge. Anti-Semitism is 
obnoxious and reprehensible (like any other form of racism), 
but what is even more disruptive to the university is a reluc¬ 
tance to marshal evidence fairly, and a refusal to present to 
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students a complete and balanced view of the subject. Should 
a professor at a university speak as if scientific research had 
confirmed “melanin theory,” which contends that skin pig¬ 
mentation has a direct relation to intelligence, or state, as if it 
were a historical fact, that “ice is a key factor in the develop¬ 
ment of Europeans culturally, economically, socially?” 8 In the 
context of academe it matters whether a faculty member’s 
contentions are reasonable and made on the basis of all 
known evidence. The problem with saying that Aristotle stole 
his philosophy from Egypt is not that modern Creeks and 
classicists will be offended; what’s wrong with the statement 
is that it is untrue. 

The ambiguities in this decision suggest why it is not a good 
idea to count on the courts to clean house for us. As Nathan 
Glazer has observed, academics now tend to abdicate responsi¬ 
bility for the quality of instruction at their universities, with 
the result that many decisions that ought to be made by uni¬ 
versity administrations and faculties are now being made by 
the courts. Because courts can only wield the “clubs of free 
speech and nondiscrimination,” they will ignore what ought to 
be the prime aim of the university, dissemination of knowl¬ 
edge. So far as the courts are concerned, “truth and nonsense, 
competence and incompetence, will hold the same position.” 9 

Because of the confusion about the purpose of the univer¬ 
sity (do we enforce social justice, or do we disseminate knowl¬ 
edge?), we have reached the point where academic discourse 
is impossible, at least in certain quarters, because the achieve¬ 
ment of social goals, such as diversity, has been allowed to 
transcend the need for valid evidence. But once we accept the 
idea that instead of truth, there are many truths, or different 
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ethnic truths, we cannot hope to have an intellectual commu¬ 
nity. This is why we cannot each remain in our own separate 
enclaves without talking with colleagues who share similar 
interests and concerns. 

University administrators ought to ask whether we need 
courses in flat-earth theory—or Afrocentric ancient history— 
even if someone is prepared to teach them. Ideally, those dis¬ 
cussions should take place within departments. 10 But in most 
universities academic deans and curriculum committees also 
have the authority to ask why a course needs to be offered, 
and to request an explanation of why instructors choose to ig¬ 
nore and/or suppress evidence. At the very least they could in¬ 
sist that the departments provide accurate descriptions of 
such courses in the catalogue: caveat emptor. 

Students of the modem world may think it is a matter of 
indifference whether or not Aristotle stole his philosophy from 
Egypt. They may believe that even if the story is not true, it 
can be used to serve a positive purpose. But the question, and 
many others like it, should be a matter of serious concern to 
everyone, because if you assert that he did steal his philosophy, 
you are prepared to ignore or to conceal a substantial body of 
historical evidence that proves the contrary. Once you start do¬ 
ing that, you can have no scientific or even social-scientific dis¬ 
course, nor can you have a community, or a university. 




EPILOGUE 


1VTot Out of Africa appeared in bookstores in February 
1 V 1996. During the next few months it was widely re¬ 
viewed, in the national newspapers and weekly magazines as 
well as in many local papers. I was interviewed on radio and 
television and in the Chronicle of Higher Education, The 
Boston Globe, The Washington Post, The International Her¬ 
ald Tribune, and The Times of London. Basic Books spon¬ 
sored ari internet debate between Martin Bernal and myself, 
one of the first of its kind in the history of scholarship. 1 It is 
of course unusual for a book about ancient history to get so 
much, or indeed any, public attention, but this book raises is¬ 
sues that continue to be the subject of national debate, at 
least in this country. Why is history taught? Is it to record as 
accurately as possible what happened in the past, or is it 
rather to instill confidence and pride in the young people to 
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whom it is taught? Do we study the ancient Greeks in order 
to learn about the origins of modem civilization or to remind 
ourselves of the glories of past European achievements? Does 
the dominant culture, however that may be defined, use 
school and university curricula to enforce a set of values, and 
if so, shouldn’t the views of minority cultures also be repre¬ 
sented? 

I tried to answer these questions in Not Out of Africa. I ar¬ 
gued that the purpose of teaching history is to try to under¬ 
stand the past and that present-day academicians owe it to 
the people of the past to preserve the memory of their accom¬ 
plishments as accurately as we can. I do not imagine that we 
can ever know all that we want to know, but I believe that 
some things in the past can be shown to have happened, on 
the basis of existing evidence, and that other things (even 
though plausible) cannot be assumed to have happened just 
because they might have happened. I also know that on occa¬ 
sion historians can and do give disproportionate emphasis to 
certain aspects of a subject, and I am no exception to the 
working of this rule. This book is not the last word on the ex¬ 
tent of the debt of ancient Greece to ancient Egypt, nor does it 
pretend to be. But I hope at least that I have shown which 
lines of inquiry are not worth pursuing and that I have sug¬ 
gested areas in which more research is needed by scholars 
qualified to undertake it. In this epilogue to the paperback 
edition, I discuss some of the issues raised by reviewers and, 
in the course of doing so, remind my readers of what the book 
is really about. I also want to take this opportunity to clarify 
some of key issues discussed in the book. 
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NOT OUT OF AFRICA AND ITS 

CRITICS 

When I finished writing Not Out of Africa, I hoped that be¬ 
cause I had written about the facts in a rational manner, my 
critics would be able to respond in kind and that the discus¬ 
sion would concentrate on issues that ought still to be de¬ 
bated. 2 How can we measure, on the basis of existing 
evidence, the exact degree of Egyptian influence on Greek 
thought? Which aspects of the second-century a.d. initiation 
described by the Latin writer Apuleius in his novel The 
Golden Ass come directly from Egypt? What characteristics of 
the treatises in the Hermetic corpus are specifically Egypt¬ 
ian? Although most reviews so far have been favorable, in¬ 
cluding those by classicists and Egyptologists, in order to 
encourage further discussion I shall comment here on my crit¬ 
ics’ response to the issues raised in the book. 

It is not surprising that so far none of my reviewers or crit¬ 
ics has been able to offer a persuasive challenge to the central 
thesis of this book: that the Greeks did not steal or even bor¬ 
row their philosophy from Egypt, that Egyptian influence on 
Greek philosophical thought was not extensive, and that the 
idea that scholars have ignored the Greeks’ Egyptian origins 
has its foundation in Masonic myth rather them in historical 
fact. It is from Masonic myth that the notion arose that there 
was such a thing as an Egyptian “mystery system” that func¬ 
tioned as a kind of school for scholars visiting from foreign 
lands. Perhaps it is because it is so difficult to contest the cen¬ 
tral thesis of this book that my critics have concentrated on an 
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issue that is essentially peripheral to the central discussion of 
the book: the question of race. Not Out of Africa is not a bopk 
about race or racism. It does not seek to promote racism in any 
form. It argues that the Egyptians were an African people and 
praises their achievements; it does not seek to deny the exis¬ 
tence of the achievements of other African peoples in antiquity 
or in modem times. The book’s title was borrowed from my 
1992 New Republic article. The title was meant only to suggest 
that Greek philosophy does not come from Africa. 3 Nonethe¬ 
less, my critics have insisted on making race (rather than his¬ 
tory or philosophy) the center of their discussions of the book 
and its arguments. They believe that the reason there has 
been so much interest in the book has nothing to do with what 
is being taught in schools and universities; rather, they say, 
“the issue is race.” 4 They assert that the real purpose of my 
book is to attack and disparage the work of scholars of African 
descent and to downplay the achievements of African civiliza¬ 
tions, such as that of ancient Egypt. 

The purpose of these assertions, if I am not mistaken, is to 
distract readers from the real issues discussed in the book 
and so far as possible to discredit me. But my readers should 
be aware that in virtually every case the assertions about 
race are made without specific reference to the contents of the 
book, as they must inevitably be, because in fact there is 
nothing in the book that could be cited to support them. Not 
that the absence of any racism has prevented some critics 
from finding evidence of it, even in the passages where I 
praise writers like Frederick Douglass and Edward Wilmot 
Blyden. 6 These critics resolutely refuse to believe that my 
purpose is to distinguish between history and myth. Appar- 
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ently they cannot see that if I have been skeptical about, or 
even sought to refute, some of the more extravagant claims 
made by writers of African descent, such as George G. M. 
James or Y. A. A. ben-Jochannan, it is because I believe that 
their claims are unsupported by a fair consideration of all the 
evidence and not because I have any personal or ethnic ani¬ 
mosity against them or their followers. Even if their claims 
about the debt of Greece to Egypt had been made by a person 
of European descent, I would have sought to show that such 
claims were unfounded. In fact, I have already done so, in 
that I have criticized the work of Martin Bernal in this book 
and still more extensively in the collection I edited with my 
colleague Guy Rogers, Black Athena Revisited. 

It should (but cannot) go without saying that my aim has 
always been to subject ideas to scrutiny, not people or person¬ 
alities. But in the present climate of debate, even the most ab¬ 
stract and impersonal disagreements quickly tend to be 
redefined as political or even personal quarrels, especially if 
scholars find that they can make a stronger or an apparently 
more persuasive case without much reference to evidence. Be¬ 
cause many of my critics have written as they do because of 
personal commitment, a desire to change social policy, or to 
promote a particular cause, they assume that I must be doing 
the same. When I insist that in fact I have no particular cul¬ 
tural agenda to promote, they reply that I do but am simply 
not aware of it. Here the reviewers seem to be using the type 
of argument sometimes employed by Freudian psychothera¬ 
pists, which allows the psychotherapist to determine what 
the patient means. Even if I state explicitly that Not Out of 
Africa was not written to promote Greek culture over all 
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other cultures, or to uphold white supremacy, or to reinstate 
an outmoded university curriculum based on the classics, 
which has never, so far as I know, been in operation during 
my lifetime, certain reviewers will insist that I am promoting 
such agendas at least unconsciously. 6 

In effect, Not Out of Africa has been “deconstructed” by 
critics into something that they can attack with all the force 
of righteous moral indignation. 7 One leading Afrocentrist, 
during a “debate” sponsored by the New York City radio sta¬ 
tion WBAI, accused me of wishing “to reenslave Africa!” The 
“debate” itself was conducted more in the style of an inquisi- 

! 

tion than a discussion, with an actively hostile “moderator.” 
Later, one of my Wellesley colleagues asserted that in Not Out 
of Africa I purposely constructed the argument to produce “a 
deliberate, eurocentric, and racist narrative.” 8 Several critics 
have also sought to show, mainly by assertion, that I have an 
overt ideological or political agenda. In the preface (p. xii), I 
observed that I have been called the leader of a Jewish “on¬ 
slaught” against people of African descent. But now, quite re¬ 
markably, I am supposedly continuing “what Martin Bernal 
calls the Aryanist tradition of attacking African agency in 
Greece.” 9 Several critics have also deduced that I am part of a 
“paranoid” right-wing white supremacist conspiracy. The 
“facts” produced as “evidence” for this assertion are as fol¬ 
lows: (lKMy book was praised by several well-known right- 
wing commentators, including George Will and Roger 
Kimball, suggesting that “perhaps Will and Kimball believe 
that they have found a savior of the pure White thesis.” 10 
Robert Bork mentions my question at the ben-Jochannan lec¬ 
ture. 11 (2) I am on the advisory board of the National Associa- 



Epilogue 183 


tion of Scholars (which so far as I know has never met), and I 
am therefore “intimately connected with extreme conserva¬ 
tives” and “have powerful allies on the far right.” 12 (3) I re¬ 
ceived small grants from the Olin and Bradley Foundations, 
which support a number of right-wing causes. 

How fair are these criticisms? In the case of the first, I am 
being held accountable for what is said about my book by re¬ 
viewers and commentators over whom I have no control and 
no influence. In the second and third, I sun found guilty by as¬ 
sociation, even when there has been no association, and it is 
readily assumed that I agree with or am influenced by people 
who have found my work useful or interesting. Even if it were 
true (it isn’t) that I shared all the views of the people with 
whom I am supposed to be so closely associated, or that these 
people told me what to think and what to write, my critics 
have failed to demonstrate (other than in their “decon¬ 
structed” versions of my work) how these alleged views and 
associations have affected my historical judgment. The suc¬ 
cess or failure of the arguments in Not Out of Africa depends 
not on who I am supposed to be or even who I am but on the 
evidence I present and the conclusions I draw from it. Even if 
it could be shown (and I invite my critics to do so) that I am 
an Aryanist Jew, or a Republican, or even an academic tradi¬ 
tionalist, that would not necessarily affect the quality of the 
evidence I present but merely offer one possible explanation 
of why I (rather than anyone else) chose to concern myself 
with the issues raised in the book. The point is that Not Out 
of Africa is not about me but about ancient history, and as 
such it should be judged on the basis of its discussion and 
analysis of the evidence! 
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Some critics have also sought to show that I am intemper¬ 
ate, emotional, and lacking in control and therefore unreli¬ 
able. Although several reviewers remarked that the tone of 
the book was calm and restrained (which is what I meant it to 
be), one reviewer stated (again without citing any specific in¬ 
stances) that the book was an “impassioned polemic ... 
through which rage boils.” 13 Perhaps that was the impression 
given by the book’s provocative cover, which was a legacy 
from my (also not very inflammatory) New Republic article. 14 
The astonishing statement about the boiling rage 15 was imme¬ 
diately seized on by some critics to use as further “evidence” 
of my alleged political agenda. When George Will, in his fa¬ 
vorable review, characterized the book “as using a howitzer to 
slay a hamster,” some critics rushed to the “hamster’s” de¬ 
fense, without remarking that in the very next sentence Will 
noted that “the hamster, the Afrocentrist fable, is unslayable 
by mere evidence.” 16 One critic complained of my alarmist 
rhetoric and suggested that in some way I have equated mod¬ 
em identity politics “with the atrocity of genocide.” 17 But 
where in fact did I actually do that? Is it where I said that 
symbolic myths have great power and that any myth that en¬ 
courages resentment and antagonism toward others can be 
dangerous (p. 52)? 

Reinforcing the idea that Not Out of Africa is an intemper¬ 
ate work is the suggestion that “the book was obviously writ¬ 
ten in a hurry” or “in seeming haste” and that it is a 
“compilation” of a “series of overlapping articles,” which 
“shows signs of its origins in the cobbling together of articles 
written with passionate urgency for the popular and semipop- 
ular press.” 18 Also, because the book is short, critics have said 
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I have chosen to present only such evidence as supports my 
case or that I simply have not done my homework. 19 My 
claims are based on “thin research—almost entirely in a 
handful of secondary sources,” my conclusions drawn “on the 
basis of a very slender number of examples?” 20 None of these 
writers seems to have noticed that the book is not long be¬ 
cause it did not need to be, especially because much of the de¬ 
tailed research on which it draws can be found in Black 
Athena Revisited. But even if these unfounded, and certainly 
rather ungenerous, assertions about haste and anger were 
true, again why would it matter, when the merit of the book 
can be judged on the basis of historical evidence? 

Rather than address the questions raised by that research, 
my critics have suggested that the serious factual errors 
made by George G. M. James in Stolen Legacy and by Dr. 
Yosef A. A. ben-Jochannan in Africa: The Mother of Western 
Civilization can be explained or even excused entirely be¬ 
cause these authors did not have access to research libraries 
and grants. 21 Certainly it is true that James, who taught at a 
series of Black colleges in the segregated South, was a victim 
of malicious and inexcusable racism, 22 but even that does not 
justify the numerous citations in his notes that do not support 
his argument. 23 Also, Dr. ben-Jochannan, who helped to res¬ 
cue James’s work from oblivion and who has based his own 
theories on James’s ideas, has taught at Cornell, a university 
with major library and research resources. 

Finally, some critics have insisted that there was no need 
to write Not Out of Africa because I have vastly exaggerated 
the threat posed by Afrocentric ancient history. One critic, 
without reflecting that some of his own writings were scruti- 
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nized in the book, suggested that I have raised “strawpeople 
arguments.” 24 Another reviewer asked, apparently in all inno¬ 
cence, “at what institutions of higher learning, other than her 
own Wellesley campus and in Leonard Jeffries’ City College 
classroom, is Afrocentric history taught?” 26 1 have provided a 
preliminary answer to that question in the supplementary 
notes to p. 1 of this edition, which provide detailed evidence 
about the schools and universities where Afrocentric curric¬ 
ula have been adopted. But even if falsified history (of what¬ 
ever sort) were taught in just a few places, it would be a cause 
for concern. It is entirely appropriate that a professor’s use of 
university property, even of something as tangential as a web¬ 
site, come under scrutiny, if that professor uses it for the pur¬ 
pose of disseminating nonhistorical information, as is claimed 
in the current controversy about a professor’s alleged placing 
of Holocaust denial propaganda on the Northwestern Univer¬ 
sity website. 26 

If my critics’ “deconstruction” of my work can be considered 
fair and reasonable, then surely I should be allowed to adopt 
the same approach in my critique of their reviews. I shall re¬ 
frain (as some of them have not been able to do) from specu¬ 
lating about the possible effect on their work of their personal 
lives and backgrounds. 27 1 will simply ask them some of the 
same questions they have asked me. How can they be so sure 
that they know what they are saying? What about their hid¬ 
den agendas? Don’t these include the promotion of ancient 
African culture (however defined) over all other cultures, the 
determined disparagement of ancient Greek civilization on 
racial or cultural grounds, and the desire to revise radically 
or even to replace existing school and university curricula 
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with courses of study and even with “facts” of their own de¬ 
vising? They want us to believe that African peoples think 
and learn differently from other peoples; that Egyptian civi¬ 
lization was more monumental and therefore superior to 
Greek civilization; that only people of African descent can 
properly understand the history of Africa and its peoples. At 
the same time, they are ready to excuse historical inaccuracy 
on the part of certain Afrocentric writers on the grounds that 
under the circumstances they could not have done any better. 
Can’t they see that most of these ideas would sound distinctly 
racist if they were used by or about people of European de¬ 
scent? 

Perhaps also they feel justified in ignoring or downplaying 
the importance of the historical evidence because they sin¬ 
cerely believe that facts really do not matter so much as mo¬ 
tives and that the person with the best motives (as defined by 

themselves) will write the best or most “useful” kind of his- 

/ 

tory (see also pp. 49-51, this volume). My critics do not seem 
to be concerned that they are arguing for an even more sub¬ 
jective form of history writing than the one that includes the 
“historical patterns of racist exclusion of minority perspec¬ 
tives” that they and all the rest of us should reject. 28 The qual¬ 
ity of historical writing cannot be evaluated on the basis of 
criteria such as an author’s politics or ethnicity; if it could, we 
would be back virtually in the days of Jim Crow. To make any 
real progress in this discussion, it will be to everyone’s ulti¬ 
mate benefit to concentrate on the evidence, wherever it leads 
us. Not everything is possible or even probable, and as far as 
we know, some things have happened and other things have 
not. Aristotle did not steal his philosophy from the Library at 
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Alexandria, and Greek philosophy was not heavily dependent 
on some as yet unknown Egyptian models. This book demon¬ 
strates that these statements are supported by historical evi¬ 
dence and that other statements are not, and because it is a 
book about what is known and what isn’t, it should be judged 
on that basis. 


TOPICS FOR FURTHER 
DISCUSSION 

Progress can be made if we can agree from the start to use 
neutral terminology. Why not concentrate on questions of in¬ 
fluence and refrain from using morally charged words like 
“stealing” or even “borrowing”? Imprecise statements such as 
“borrowed massively from Egypt,” in addition to being essen¬ 
tially untrue, rely on metaphors that make it appear that the 
discussion is about tangible objects rather than about ideas. 29 
The confusion obscures an important difference: If I borrow 
your car, you do not have it until I return it; if I borrow your 
ideas, you still have your ideas to keep and use, whatever I go 
off and choose to do with them. It is also important to remem¬ 
ber that influence (unlike invasion) is most often a two-way 
process. We also need to define, so far as possible, just what 
we mean by the word philosophy. If we use it as the ancients 
did, it applies to all kinds of knowledge, and therefore anyone 
who has acquired learning of any kind can be a philosopher. 
But in this book I use the term philosophy in the more spe¬ 
cialized, modem sense, to mean the study of causes and laws 
underlying reality or a system of inquiry designed specifically 
to study those laws and causes. The ancient Egyptians and 
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Babylonians were learned and had what we would now call 
advanced civilizations; they could have developed an abstract 
terminology for discovering causes and principles had they 
chosen to do so. But they did not study and analyze the na¬ 
ture of reality in abstract, nontheological language. This spe¬ 
cialized notion of philosophy Was invented, so far as anyone 
knows, by the ancient Greeks. 

The next step is to address some basic issues. If there had 
been the kind of extensive Egyptian cultural influence on an¬ 
cient Greece that the Afrocentrists claim, we would expect to 
find evidence of its existence in Egyptian civilization, such as 
parallel texts or direct echoes, as we have in the case of the 
Roman poets who from early times adapted and quoted Greek 
sources. But that is precisely what we do not find—in Egypt 
or anywhere else in the ancient Mediterranean—in the area 
of what is thought of as Greek philosophy. There is nothing in 
surviving Egyptian literature that resembles the dialectical 
methods and argumentative structures that Greek philoso¬ 
phers invented. This is not to say that the Egyptians are irra¬ 
tional and the Greeks rational, or that the Egyptians did not 
possess a profound theology and concept of justice, or that 
this theology and other wisdom are not expressed in surviv¬ 
ing Egyptian literature. It is simply a statement that Egypt¬ 
ian (or Hebrew) wisdom literatures are essentially different 
in nature and form of expression from the philosophical writ¬ 
ings of Plato and Aristotle, which are nondogmatic and ratio- 
cinative in character. 

As I suggest earlier in chapter 3, even if we assume that 
writers in Roman times knew what they were talking about 
when they claimed that Plato and other Greek thinkers stud- 
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ied with Egyptian priests, what the Greek thinkers learned 
there would not have been Greek philosophy. Rather, what 
the biographers seem to have imagined is that Greek philoso¬ 
phers went to Egypt and to the Near East to learn “Eastern 
wisdom.” But the principal reason it is unlikely that Greek 
philosophy was heavily dependent on Egyptian thought is 
that there is no evidence of similar philosophical writings in 
Egypt. What are the chances that there was an Egyptian phi¬ 
losophy, similar to what has always been known as Greek, 
that has now vanished without a trace, especially given the 
ancient Greeks’ interest in and fascination with all things 
Egyptian? Surely if there had been such an extensive body of 
literature, some of Plato’s contemporaries would have known 
about it and Plato himself would have had no reason not to 
acknowledge it or indeed not to boast about it. Greeks tended 
to be so respectful of Egyptian learning that they were eager 
to use it whenever 'and wherever they could. But the kind of 
Egyptian learning that Plato referred to in his works takes 
the form of “wisdom” narratives, that is, the kind of moral 
tales that we still possess Egyptian examples of. In the Phae- 
drus and the Philebus, Socrates told a story about the god 
Theuth’s invention of letters; in the Timaeus and in the in¬ 
complete dialogue Critias, Plato had Critias tell the story of 
Atlantis, which his ancestor Solon learned from an Egyptian 
priest during his visit to the Egyptian pharaoh Amasis. These 
stories are told, not in the usual question-and-answer dia¬ 
logue form, but as long didactic narratives, almost certainly 
of Plato’s own invention. 30 In view of the way Plato used 
Egyptian lore, it is misleading to insist that the presence of 
these tales in his dialogues indicates that he studied in 
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Egypt, especially if we define philosophy as a system of argu¬ 
mentation. 

We need also to be aware that there are many reasons 
other than racism, anti-Semitism, politics, and the like that 
scholars choose not to discuss the question of cultural influ¬ 
ence. Clearly, the main reason classical scholars have not re¬ 
examined all the possible Egyptian connections as fully as 
they might have is that they are occupied principally with 
trying to understand and teach about Greek and Roman civi¬ 
lizations. Students of ancient Greek philosophy concentrate 
on Plato’s thought and dialectic and tend to devote propor¬ 
tionately less space to his narrative technique, including his 
use of stories about Egypt. One virtue of the present contro¬ 
versy is that it has encouraged classical scholars, Egyptolo¬ 
gists, and Near Eastern scholars to expand their focus and to 
look again, and in depth, at possible sources of foreign influ¬ 
ence. It is time to look again at the possible influence of 
Egyptian narrative style on Greek literature, particularly in 
the development (starting in the late fifth century B.C.) of the 
adventure novel. 

In considering the extent and nature of Egyptian influence, 
a fuller assessment needs to be made of the extent of the con¬ 
nections of ancient Egypt with Nubia and other African civi¬ 
lizations (see p. 135, this volume). Discussion should continue 
about the Egyptian influence on Greek thought in medicine, 
mathematics, and science, although not without acknowledg¬ 
ing the Greek contribution to those disciplines. We can assess 
the extent of influence in the case of medicine because we 
have documents from both Egyptian and Greek medical writ¬ 
ers. From these we learn that Greek physicians knew about 
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Egyptian medicines and adopted some (though by no means 
all) of their theories and some of their drugs. 31 But in dis¬ 
cussing the influence of Egyptian medicine, scholars must 
also take into account the Greek use of mistaken Egyptian 
ideas. Afrocentric writings emphasize only ideas that have 
been shown to work or claim for the ancient Egyptians discov¬ 
eries that were actually made by other peoples much later in 
history, such as the invention of electricity and of gliders ca¬ 
pable of transporting human beings. 32 The ancient Egyptians, 
like all other peoples in history, had some bad ideas as well. 
One example is the notion that a woman’s womb wandered 
within her abdominal cavity. The “medicines” used by Egypt¬ 
ian doctors to restore it to its proper place included human ex¬ 
crement. 33 

It is important to remember that Egypt was not the only 
ancient Mediterranean civilization with which the Greeks 
came into contact. As students of Greek philosophy have long 
known, and Martin Bernal now chooses to remind us, the 
Greeks were influenced by many other peoples, including the 
Hittites and the Phoenicians. 34 Although it is certainly true 
that the Egyptians and other peoples had knowledge of medi¬ 
cine, mathematics, and astronomy long before the Greeks did, 
the Greeks nonetheless made their own contribution and de¬ 
veloped new theoretical formulations that scientists have re¬ 
lied on since that time. 

Is it possible to discuss these sorts of issues without the 
rancor and distrust that discussion of ancient African civiliza¬ 
tion seems to generate? I sincerely believe that it is. The first 
requirement, however, is that the discussion be carried on by 
scholars who have the necessary basic qualifications, specifi- 



Epilogue 193 


cally knowledge of the requisite ancient languages, litera¬ 
tures, and civilizations. Too much distrust has already been 
generated by misunderstanding, ignorance, and oversimplifi¬ 
cation. Some critics have assumed that in this book I have 
equated radical Afrocentrism with Afro-American studies; 
that Herodotus is a more reliable source of information about 
Africa than he could possibly have been, because he “travelled 
throughout Africa” (he tells us that he only travelled as far as 
the first cataract of the Nile); that so-called Greek columns 
are really Egyptian columns. 36 Such statements can have a 
powerful effect on sympathetic audiences, but they do not 
contribute to anyone’s understanding of what happened in 
the past. What evidence is there that modem classical schol¬ 
ars or Egyptologists are concerned either consciously or un¬ 
consciously with promoting European hegemony? Surely the 
purpose of studying the past is not primarily to discover our 
real or supposed origins; it is to find out, so far as we can, 
what happened in the past. We owe it to the peoples of an¬ 
cient Egypt and ancient Greece to preserve the memory of 
their history in as scientific a manner as possible. That, and 
not self-promotion, is our duty and obligation. 
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47. Ptolemy V Ill’s Memoirs. See Ptolemy VIII Euergetes 
II “Physcon” 234 frag. 4 in Felix Jacoby, ed., Fragments 
of the Greek Historians (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1923); and P. 
M. Fraser, Ptolemaic Alexandria (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1972), vol. 1, p. 515; vol. 2, p. 743, notes pp. 
180-81. 

49-52 Cultural Relativism. On this issue see especially 
Keith Windschuttle, The Killing of History: How a Disci¬ 
pline Is Being Murdered by Literary Critics and Social 
Theorists (Paddington, N.S.W.: Macleay Press, 1996), 
pp. 270-81; Stephen Miller, “The Future of Disinterest 
and Foucault’s Regime of Truth,” Partisan Review 64, 
no. 1 (Winter 1997): 28-36. For some thoughtful reserva¬ 
tions about my treatment of the historical issues here 
and on pp. 155-58, see Glenn Loury, “Color Blinded,” Ar- 
ion 4.4 (Winter 1997): 168-85. 

57. Impact of Decipherment on Western Thought. In 

my brief discussion of the significance of decipherment, I 
only give the date when Champollion’s Egyptian gram¬ 
mar began to be published (1836), as the time after 
which it was no longer reasonable to maintain that hi¬ 
eroglyphics were a system of secret symbols. See E. 
Iversen, The Myth of Egypt and Its Hieroglyphs in Euro¬ 
pean Tradition [1961], (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1993), p. 146. Although Champollion had deci¬ 
phered hieroglyphics in the early 1820s, the philosopher 
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Hegel (for one) was unable to learn enough about Cham- 
pollion’s work to alter his views about the “Western 
identity” of Egypt; see S. Harten, “Archaeology and the 
Unconcious: Hegel, Egyptomania, and the Legitimation 
of Orientalism,” Egypt and the Fabrication of European 
Identity (Los Angeles: UCLA Center for Near Eastern 
Studies, 1995), pp. 3-4. 

75. Solon’s Laws. Diodorus got his information about the 
first of these, a law about the registration of occupation 
(1.77.5), from Herodotus (2.177.2). This law was a basic 
feature of the Egyptian fiscal system, but there is no 
clear Athenian counterpart to it. There is also the prob¬ 
lem of chronology: Herodotus says that Solon visited 
Egypt after he enacted his legislation (1.30.1). Perhaps 
what Herodotus had in mind was the law on the idleness 
of land ( argias ) attributed to Solon or to Peisistratus 
(Plutarch, Life of Solon, 31.2). But there is no reason to 
assume that Solon needed to go to Egypt to find out 
about the land use; he had read the eighth-century B.c. 
Greek poet Hesiod on the idea of the necessity of toil. 
See A. B. Lloyd, Herodotus Book II (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 
1975-88), vol. 1, pp. 55-56; vol. 3, pp. 220-21. 

The other law Diodorus “supposes” (it is clear from 
his language that he relying on conjecture) to have been 
borrowed by Solon was the seisachtheia (1.79.4), which 
is roughly s imil ar to the debt legislation of the pharaoh 
the Greeks called Bocchoris (Bakenrenef, 727—15 B.c.). 
Here, as in my previous example, the connection 
Diodorus makes between the Greek and Egyptian laws 
appears to be based solely on the kind of speculation 
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that Diodorus and his informants were always eager to 
make. The vague similarities between the two sets of 
laws can hardly be used as evidence for “massive” cul¬ 
tural borrowing; at most (and even this is doubtful) they 
might represent a specific instance of adaptation. Al¬ 
though Bernal suggests in his JBHE review, p. 88, that 
Diodorus’s information might weaken my argument, he 
fails to keep in mind that the Greeks, especially in the 
Hellenistic period, were eager to associate themselves 
with the ancient civilization of Egypt in any way they 
could. How much they actually knew about earlier antiq¬ 
uity is another matter. 

81. Plato and Egypt. Plato could have taken most of his in¬ 
formation about Egypt from the works of other Greek 
writers, such as Homer, Herodotus, and the comic poets 
Aristophanes and Cratinus; see Luc Brisson, “L’Egypte 
de Platon,” Les Etudes philosophiques N.S. 2-3 (1987): 
168. 

83. Hermes Trismegistus. On Hermes Trismegistus in his 
divine and human manifestations, see Garth Fowden, 
The Egyptian Hermes (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1986), pp. 22-31. The Alexandrian Jewish 
writer Artapanus (third- to second-century B.c.) said 
that Moses was identified with Hermes during his life¬ 
time (726 frag. 3.6 in Jacoby, ed., Fragments of the Greek 
Historians = Eusebius, Praeparatio Evangelica 9:27.6; 
translation in James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Tes¬ 
tament Pseudepigrapha [Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 
1985], vol. 2, p. 899). 
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88. Hellenistic Syncretism. On the tendency to connect 
Greek philosophy with Egyptian and Hebrew wisdom 
literature, see also G. E. R. Lloyd, “The Debt of Greek 
Philosophy and Science to the Ancient Near East,” p. 
281 in Methods and Problems in Greek Science: Selected 
Papers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 

95. Isis at Eleusis? In his JBHE review, p. 91, Bernal as¬ 
sumed that the scarabs and a symbol of Isis found in a 
ninth- or eighth-century tomb in Eleusis suggest that 
there was an established connection between Isis and 
Demeter; but all the presence of such objects indicates is 
that the occupant of the tomb (or his or her relatives) 
might have visited Egypt or traded with Egyptians. See 
George Mylonas, Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1961), p. 
61. The question is further complicated in the case of the 
Eleusinian mysteries because so little is known about 
their theological content. Emily Vermeule listed the 
many specific instances that “seem to point to aspects of 
the complex Egyptian iconography of the other world be¬ 
coming known to the Greeks and adapted in part by 
them, probably at intervals between the fifteenth and 
the fifth centuries B.c.” in Aspects of Death in Early 
Greek Art and Poetry (Berkeley: University Of California 
Press, 1979), p. 77. But the archaeological and documen¬ 
tary evidence suggests that in Eleusis the ritual did not 
become concerned with life after death or take the form 
of an initiation before the beginning of the sixth century 
B.C. See Christiane Sourvinou-Inwood, “Reconstructing 
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Change: Ideology and the Eleusinian Mysteries,” in In¬ 
venting Ancient Culture: Historicism, Periodization, and 
the Ancient World, edited by Mark Golden and Peter 
Toohey, pp. 140-141 (London: Routledge, 1996). 

96. Lucius’s Initiation. In Apuleius 11.23, the words “I 
stepped on the threshold of Proserpina” allude to Egypt¬ 
ian funerary rituals. According to the instructions ap¬ 
pended to chapter 125 of the “Book of the Dead,” if a 
living man recites the contents, his soul will not be held 
back at any gate in the west and will be “ushered in with 
the kings of Upper and Lower Egypt”; translation in 
Miriam Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature: A Book 
of Readings (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1973), vol. 2, p. 132; see John Baines, “Restricted Knowl¬ 
edge, Hierarchy, and Decorum: Modem Perceptions and 
Ancient Institutions,” Journal of the American Research 
Center in Egypt 27 (1990): 14. See also Jan Assman, 
“Death and Initiation in the Funerary Religion of An¬ 
cient Egypt,” Religion and Philosophy in Ancient Egypt 
(Yale Egyptological Studies 3; New Haven, 1989), p. 154, 
on Egyptian elements in Apuleius’s ritual. But there is a 
characteristic difference in timing: Lucius is initiated 
while alive; the Egyptian reciter of the scroll will be al¬ 
lowed to cross the threshold after his death. The close 
personal relationship that Lucius enjoys with the divin¬ 
ity is also characteristic of the syncretistic “Egyptian 
mysteries” described by Apuleius; see Franpoise 
Dunand, “Les syncr6tismes dans la religion de l’Egypte 
romaine,” Etudes preliminaires aux religions orientates 
dans VEmpire romain 46 (1975): 170. As Kevin Clinton 
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observed in Myth and Cult: The Iconography of the 
Eleusinian Mysteries (Stockholm: Swedish Institute in 
Athens, 1992), p. 131, “Isis mysteries were formed in the 
Hellenistic period after Greek models.” Clearly there 
were initiatory ceremonies for Egyptian priests from 
which ordinary people were excluded; the question is 
whether these had any influence on Greek rituals estab¬ 
lished many centuries later. The chronological problems 
involved in tracing lines of influence in medicine apply 
also to other aspects of culture; see Heinrich von Staden, 
Herophilus: The Art of Medicine in Early Alexandria 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 
3-4. 

103. Egyptian Elements in the Hermetica. See also David 
Potter, Prophets and Emperors: Human and Divine Au¬ 
thority from Augustus to Theodosius (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1994), p. 193: “These versions 
formed popular, and then scholarly, impressions of the 
history and culture of Egypt... beneath the Greek sur¬ 
face there are ideas and forms that have a very real 
Egyptian past.” 

121. Mystical Egypt. The notion of Mystical Egypt survives 
in the occult world; it is still possible to buy Paul Christ¬ 
ian’s The History and Practice of Magic [ca. 1870], (Kila, 
Mont.: Kessinger Publishing, n.d.) and a book closely 
based on it, Egyptian Mysteries: An Account of an Initia¬ 
tion (York Beach, Maine: Samuel Weiser, 1988). Nothing 
in either of these reprints warns the reader that the ini¬ 
tiations described in the book are based on fiction (by 
Terrasson) rather than on history. 
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127. Ethiopia and Egypt. As the abolition movement 
gained strength and importance, writers of African de¬ 
scent called attention to Ps alm s 68:31: “Princes shall 
come out of Egypt and Ethiopia shall soon stretch her 
hand unto God.” They pointed out that the Egyptian 
learning was imported into Greece. See St. Clair Drake, 
Black Folk Here and There (Los Angeles: Center for 
African American Studies, 1987), vol. 1, pp. 130-143; 
Leo Spitzer, “The Sierra Leone Creoles, 1870-1900,” pp. 
119-122 in Africa and the West, ed. Philip D. Curtin 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1972); August 
Meier, Negro Thought in America, 1800-1915: Racial 
Ideologies in the Age of Booker T. Washington (Ann Ar¬ 
bor: University of Michigan Press, 1963), pp. 51-52, 
260-61; George M. Frederickson, Black Liberation: A 
Comparative History of Black Ideologies in the United 
States and South Africa (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1995), pp. 57-93. August Meier, in his review of 
Not Out of Africa in The Journal of American History 83, 
no. 3 (December 1996): 988, criticized me for ignoring 
the work of some of the black intellectuals mentioned in 
these sources, who “presented virtually full-blown the 
arguments about Egypt that are today known as Afro- 
centric.” The reason I chose to provide a representative 
sampling of such writing, rather than a detailed survey, 
was that I had already discussed in chapter 3 the origins 
of the notion of Egyptian cultural influence and shown 
that its value as historical evidence had been greatly 
overestimated. I chose instead to concentrate on the ori¬ 
gins of the myth of the “stolen legacy,” which cannot be 
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found in the eloquent and learned work of writers like 
Edward Wilmot Blyden (which I discuss), or of George 
Wells Parker, e.g., “The African Origin of the Grecian 
Civilization,” The Journal of Negro History 2, no. 3 
(1917): 334-44, or in works like William Leo Hansberry’s 
Africa and Africans as Seen by Classical Writers: African 
History Notebook, vol. 2, ed. Joseph E. Harris (Washing¬ 
ton, D.C.: Howard University Press, 1981), or in Chan¬ 
cellor Williams’s The Destruction of Black Civilization: 
Great Issues of a Race from 4500 B.C. to 2000 A.D. 
(Chicago: Third World Press, 1987), e.g., p. 297. 
“Ethiopianism” in African-American thought undoubt¬ 
edly made it easier accept the more extravagant claims 
about Greek philosophy having been stolen from Africa, 
but it was not the source of the notion of an Egyptian 
Mystery System, which comes, as I have shown, from 
Freemasonry. 

131. Meier, in his Journal of American History review of Not 
Out of Africa, p. 988, stated that I seem “unable to ex¬ 
plain just how the doctrines of eighteenth-century white 
European Masonry might have provided a source of the 
tenets of twentieth-century black American Afrocen- 
trism.” Yet he acknowledged a few sentences later that 
“Masonry had, of course, been an important institution 
among Afro-Americans since the late eighteenth cen¬ 
tury.” The link is made explicit by Henry Olela in From 
Ancient Africa to Ancient Greece: An Introduction to the 
History of Philosophy, eds. Edward F. Collins and Alveda 
King Beal (Atlanta: Select Publishing for Black Heritage 
Corporation, 1981), p. 77, who cites Albert Mackey’s En- 
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cyclopedia of Freemasonry as the historical source for his 
account of the Egyptian Mystery System (EMS). The 
Kemet educational system described by Kwame Nan- 
tambu in Egypt and Afrocentric Geopolitics: Essays on 
European Supremacy (Kent, Ohio: Imhotep Publishing, 
1996), pp. 26-28, also is drawn from the Terrasson- 
based initiations described by Paul Christian in The 
History and Practice of Magic. See also Ernest Allen, Jr., 
“Religious Heterodoxy and Nationalist Tradition: The 
Continuing Evolution of the Nation of Islam,” The Black 
Scholar 26 no.3-4 (Fall-Winter 1996), p.7. 

134. Why a Stolen Legacy? As David Lowenthal observed 
in Possessed by the Past: The Heritage Crusade and the 
Spoils of History (New York: Free Press, 1996), p. 75, 
“atrocities are invoked as heritage not only to forge in¬ 
ternal unity but to enlist external sympathy.” 

135. On the Connections Between Ancient Egypt and 
the Rest of Africa. See Theodore Celenko, ed., Egypt in 
Africa (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 
1996). 

137. Indian Philosophers. Alexander undoubtedly saw In¬ 
dian gymnosophists and was impressed by them; see Al¬ 
brecht Dihle, “Indien,” in Reallexicon fur Antike und 
Christentum (Stuttgart: Anton Hiersman, 1996), vol. 
18, pp. 7-8. But the stories about his encounters with 
them follow conventional Greek philosophical patterns; 
see Richard Stoneman, “Naked Philosophers: The Brah¬ 
mans in the Alexander Historians and the Alexander 
Romance,” Journal of Hellenic Studies 115 (1995): 
110-14. 
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149. Atoms and Atum. In his JBHE review, p. 92, Bernal re¬ 
vived James’s suggestion about atoms (literally, “uncut, 
indivisible” particles, atoma) and Atum, adopting a fan¬ 
ciful suggestion by Anthony Preus in “Greek Philosophy: 
Egyptian Origins,” Research Papers on the Humanities 
and Social Sciences 3 (Binghamton, N.Y.: Institute of 
Global Cultural Studies, 1992-93), p. 8. But even if the 
sounds in the words atoma and Atum were as similar as 
Preus and Bernal suppose, we cannot be sure that the 
Greeks actually knew about Atum. There is no reference 
to Atum in the fragments of Democritus, or in ancient 
testimony about him, or indeed in the work of any Greek 
writer whose works have come down to us. Democritus, 
in the passage Bernal cited in support of this suggestion, 
did not discuss atoms or “uncut” particles; he dealt with 
the question of whether nothingness exists because it oc¬ 
cupies a space. The Greek said “aught is no more real 
than naught” (Einarson and DeLacy’s translation of me 
mallon to den e to meden einai, Democritus, frag. 156 
Diels-Kranz = Plutarch, Reply to Colotes, 1108F). The 
complex Egyptian idea of the nonexistent seems in any 
case to be somewhat different from Democritus’s simple 
concept of nothingness, because nonexistence refers to 
the world before creation and continues to be intermixed 
with the existent in the present world. It was only asso¬ 
ciated with the Greek mythological notion of Chaos 
(void) by Gnostics in the late Hellenistic period; see Eric 
Homung, Conceptions of God in Ancient Egypt: The One 
and the Many [1971], trans. John Baines (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 1982), pp. 172-85. 
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150. Analogies between The Book of the Dead and Or¬ 
phic grave tablets. The use of similar metaphors in 
second-millennium Egyptian illustrated texts and Hel¬ 
lenistic gold grave tablets suggest that the writers of the 
Greek tablets may have been inspired by Egyptian 
sources; but there are significant differences in the ways 
that the metaphors are used in the Greek tablets, and 
there are other possible sources of inspiration. See Gun¬ 
ther Zuntz, Persephone (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 
pp.370-76. 

151. G. G. M. James’s Influence. James’s argument is also 
recapitulated by Olela in From Ancient Egypt to Ancient 
Greece , pp. 101-102, and by Maulana Karenga in his In¬ 
troduction to Black Studies (Inglewood, Calif.: Kawaida 
Publications, 1982), pp. 174-77. According to investiga¬ 
tive reporter Brian Burrough (personal correspondence) 
five different companies are now publishing Stolen 
Legacy. The president of United Brothers and United 
Sisters Communications in Hampton, Va., H. Khalifa 
Khalifah, estimates that there are now more than 
500,000 copies in circulation. 

173. Academic Freedom. For the courts’ views on academic 
freedom, see Jeffries v. Harleston 52 F3d at 14. For an il¬ 
luminating discussion of the dangers of compromising 
academic freedom, see Neil W. Hamilton, “Contrasts and 
Comparisons Among McCarthyism, 1960s Student Ac¬ 
tivism, and Faculty Fundamentalism,” William Mitchell 
Law Review 22, no. 2 (1996): 369—413. 
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NAMES, PLACES, AND 
TERMINOLOGY 


(Mythical names are in bold type) 


Aegyptus, Greek hero for whom Egypt is named; brother of 
Danaus (q.v.). 

Aeneas, Trojan hero who settled in Italy, hero of the Roman poet 
Virgil’s epic the Aeneid. 

Aesop, legendary author of an ancient collection of fables; virtu¬ 
ally nothing is known about his life. 

Aeschylus of Athens (525/47-456/5 B.C.), tragic poet. 

Africa, ancient Roman name of unknown etymology for the 
province of Carthage, later generalized to the whole conti¬ 
nent. 

Alexander the Great of Macedon (356-323 B.c.), king and great 
general who, starting in 334, conquered the Eastern 
Mediterranean, Persia, and Egypt. 

Alexandria “near Egypt,” Greek city founded in 331 B.c. by 
Alexander the Great on the Canobic branch of the Nile 
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Delta; the Library at Alexandria, primarily a collection of 
Greek books, began to be assembled about 297 B.c. by 
Demetrius of Phaleron. 

Amun (Amun-Re, Ammon), chief god of the Egyptian pantheon. 

Anaxagoras of Clazomenae (ca. 500-428 B.C.), philosopher resi¬ 
dent in Athens, known for his theories of mind and ontology. 

Anaxarchus of Abdera (mid fourth century B.c.), a Democritean 
philosopher who accompanied Alexander the Great on his 
Asian campaigns. 

Antony (Marcus Antonius, 83-31 B.c.), Roman statesman and 
general who married Cleopatra (q.v.). 

Apollo, Greek god of prophecy, poetry, and music, with major 
shrines at Delphi and Delos, identified by the Greeks with 
the Egyptian god Horus. 

Apuleius of Madaurus in North Africa (b. ca. 135 A.D.), orator and 
author of The Golden Ass , a novel that describes its hero’s 
conversion to the cult of the Egyptian goddess Isis. 

Archimedes of Syracuse (ca. 287-212 B.c.), Greek mathematician 
and inventor. 

Argos, city-state in the Peloponnesus, home of Io and refuge for 
Danaus and his daughters. 

Aristobulus (second century B.c.), an Alexandrian Jew who 
sought to show that Greek writers such as Homer and 
Plato had borrowed from the Old Testament. 

Aristophanes (ca. 450-386 B.C.), the best-known Athenian comic 
poet. 

Aristotle of Stagira (384-322 B.C.), philosopher who studied in 
Athens with Plato and who served as tutor to Alexander the 
Great (q.v.) before returning to Athens and founding his own 
school of philosophy, political theory, and natural science. 

Atlantis, mythical island in the Atlantic ocean, whose constitu¬ 
tion and situation are described by Plato in his dialogues 
Timaeus and Crito. 

Athena, Greek goddess of war, cities, and handicrafts, whose 
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principal shrine is in Athens, identified by the Greeks with 
the Egyptian goddess Neit. 

Augustine of Hippo in North Africa (354-430 A.D.), Latin philoso¬ 
pher and theologian who incorporated Neoplatonism into 
Christianity. 

Book of the Dead, modem title of a collection of Egyptian funer¬ 
ary texts known in antiquity as the Book of Coming Forth 
by Day, 

Cadmus, mythical Phoenician hero who founded the Greek city 
Thebes. 

Carthage, a rich and powerful Phoenician colony on the north 
coast of Tunisia, destroyed by the Romans in 146 B.C. but 
later rebuilt as a Roman colony. 

Cecrops, mythical king of Athens.r 

Charon, mythical ferryman of the souls of the dead to the Greek 
underworld. 

Clement of Alexandria (150-215 A.D.), Christian theologian who 
advocated the primacy of Hebrew scripture over pagan reli¬ 
gious writings. 

Cleopatra VII (69-30 B.c.), the last of the Ptolemaic dynasty who 
ruled Egypt from the death of Alexander the Grqat (q.v.); 
daughter of Ptolemy XII, granddaughter of Ptolemy IX, and 
wife of Antony (q.v.); she relied on the support of Roman 
generals. 

Cyprian (ca. 200-258 A.D.), Christian martyr, bishop of Carthage. 

Cyrene, Greek colony on the coast of Libya, a large and impor¬ 
tant city-state. 

Danaus, mythical Greek hero from whose name is derived one of 
the names by which the Greeks are designated (Danaoi). 
Son of Belus, brother of Aegyptus (for whom Egypt is 
named) and brother-in-law of Phoenix (for whom Phoeni¬ 
cia is named), he fled from Egypt to Argos in Greece with 
his fifty daughters. 

Daedalus, descendant of Cecrops, artist and craftsman who 
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fled from Athens to the court of King Minos of Crete. 

Demeter, Greek goddess of grain, mother by Zeus of Perse¬ 
phone, identified by the Greeks with the Egyptian goddess 
Isis. 

Democritus of Abdera (b. ca. 460), Greek philosopher and mathe¬ 
matician who was an important proponent of ancient atomic 
theory. 

Didyme (308-246 B.c.), a “native” mistress of Ptolemy II 
Philadelphus. 

Diodorus of Sicily, Greek author of a “universal” history who vis¬ 
ited Egypt in 60-56 B.c. 

Diogenes Laertius (third century a.d.?), author of a compendium 
of biographical sketches of famous Greek philosophers and 
thinkers. 

Dionysus, Greek god of wine and the theater, identified by the 
Greeks with the Egyptian god Osiris. 

Duat, the Egyptian underworld. 

Eleusis, near Athens, site where the famous Mysteries of Deme¬ 
ter and Persephone were annually celebrated. 

Empedocles of Acgragas in Sicily (ca. 492-432 B.c.), Greek poet 
and philosopher to some extent inspired by Pythagoreanism. 

Epaphus, son of Io and Zeus, bom in Egypt. 

Erechtheus, mythological Athenian hero. 

Ethiopia, according to the Greeks, the land of the “burnt-face 
people,” a region south of Egypt including Nubia. 

Eudoxus of Cnidus (ca. 390-340 B.c.), an accomplished Greek as¬ 
tronomer and mathematician. 

Euripides of Athens (480-405 B.c.), tragic playwright. 

Eusebius of Caesarea (ca. 260-339 A.D.), biblical scholar and his¬ 
torian of the Christian church. 

Gnosticism, a term used to describe the religion of a number of 
ancient cults that in different ways combined elements 
from several religions, including Judaism, Christianity, and 
Neoplatonism. 
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Gymnosophists (“naked wise men”), Brahmin sages encountered 
by Alexander the Great when he invaded India in 326 B.c. 

Hannibal (247-183/2 B.c.), Carthaginian general who invaded 
the Italian peninsula. 

Heracles, mythical Greek hero who became a god. 

Hermes, the Greek messenger god, identified by the Greeks 
with the Egyptian god Thoth. 

Hermes Trismegistus (“Thrice-great”), (1) a composite of the 
Greek god Hermes and the Egyptian god Thoth, or (2) his 
grandson, a mortal man, who served as an intermediary be¬ 
tween the god Hermes/Thoth and man; the purported au¬ 
thor of treatises now known as the Hermetic corpus. 

Herodotus of Halicarnassus (fifth century B.c.), author of a his¬ 
torical account of the hostility between the Greeks and the 
Persians; he visited Egypt and travelled as far as the first 
cataract of the Nile. 

Hieroglyphics, the earliest form of Egyptian script, whose pictor¬ 
ial signs designated sounds and concepts; in practice, hiero¬ 
glyphic characters are arranged artistically rather than in 
the order in which the sounds occur. 

Homer (eighth century B.c.?), legendary poet to whom the epics 
the Iliad and the Odyssey were attributed. 

Horapollo (fifth century A.D.), author of a treatise on the symbolic 
meaning of hieroglyphs, which preserves some accurate in¬ 
formation along with considerable fantasy. 

Hyksos, name given by the Jewish historian Josephus (first cen¬ 
tury a.d.) to a Semitic (probably Canaanite) people who 
ruled Egypt from 1674 to 1566 B.c. 

Iamblichus (ca. 250-326 A.D.), Neoplatonist philosopher, author 
of a biography of the legendary Greek philosopher Pythago¬ 
ras and a treatise on the Egyptian mysteries. 

Indo-European, term used to designate a family of languages 
that includes Greek, Latin, and Sanskrit. 

Io, daughter of the river-god Inachus, who was turned into a 
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cow by her lover, the god Zeus, and who travelled to Egypt, 
where she became the mother of Epaphus (q.v.). 

Isis, nurturing goddess (who could assume the form of a cow), 
sister and wife of Osiris and mother of Horus, identified 
by the Greeks with their goddess Demeter. 

Josephus (first century A.D.), Jewish historian who wrote in Greek. 

Kemet (“the black land”), name used by ancient Egyptians for 
the land the Greeks called Egypt 

Lycurgus, traditional lawgiver to the Greek city-state Sparta. 

Melampus, mythical Greek seer. 

Memphite Theology, Egyptian theological text of the eighth cen¬ 
tury B.C., mythological account of the creation of the world 
by the god Ptah. 

Minoan, term derived from the name of the mythical Cretan king 
Minos, used to designate the civilization of Crete during 
the second millennium B.c. 

Moses, legendary Hebrew lawgiver, bom in Egypt, founder of 
ancient Israel. 

Musaeus (“man of the Muses”), mythological Greek singer and 
poet. 

mysteries, Greek cults involving initiation. 

Namphamo of Numidia, a Carthaginian saint. 

Neoplatonism, modem name given to revival of Platonic philoso¬ 
phy by Greek writers from the third century to the sixth 
century A.D. 

Oenopides of Chios (fifth century B.c.), Greek astronomer and 
scientist. 

Orpheus, legendary Greek singer and poet (closely associated 
with Musaeus). 

Osiris, Egyptian god of the Underworld, brother and husband of 
the goddess Isis and father of Horus; he was identified by 
Greeks with their god Dionysus. 

Perpetua of Carthage (d. 203 A.D.), Christian martyr. 

Persephone (Kore, Proserpina), Greek goddess of the Under- 
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world, daughter of the goddess Demeter and the god Zeus. 

Philo of Alexandria (first century A.D.), Jewish philosopher who 
wrote in Greek. 

Plato of Athens (ca. 429-347 B.C.), Greek philosopher who in¬ 
vented the dialogue form and perfected the abstract termi¬ 
nology developed by earlier Greek philosophers, such as his 
teacher Socrates. 

Plutarch of Chaeronea in Boeotia (ca. 50-120 A.D.), Greek philoso¬ 
pher and biographer, author of treatise on Isis and Osiris. 

Ptah, creator god of Memphis in Egypt, identified by Greeks 
with their god Hephaestus. 

Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II (ca. 182/1-116 B.C.), Macedonian 
Greek pharaoh of Egypt, author of memoir about his ances¬ 
tor Ptolemy II Philadelphus (308-246 B.C.). 

Ptolemy IX Soter II (142-80 B.C.), son of Ptolemy VIII, grandfa¬ 
ther by an unknown mistress of Cleopatra VII (q.v.). 

Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos (Auletes), son of Ptolemy IX by an 
unknown mistress; father of Cleopatra VII (q.v.). 

Ptolemy Chennos (first-century A.D.), biographer of Aristotle. 

pyramid (Greek word for “wheat cake”), a funerary monument 
for Egyptian royalty; a stone structure with four triangular 
sides meeting in a point. 

Pythagoras of Samos, mathematician, musician, and philoso¬ 
pher; legendary founder of a religious and philosophical 
movement based in Metapontuim in southern Italy. 

Semele, daughter of Cadmus (q.v.), mother by Zeus of the god 
Dionysus. 

Sethos (Greek version of an Egyptian name like Sebithos), (1) ac¬ 
cording to Herodotus (2.141), a priest of Ptah who ruled 
Lower Egypt during the early seventh century B.c. (2) name 
used by the Abbe Terrasson for the fictional hero of his his¬ 
torical novel. 

Socrates of Athens (469-399 B.c.), philosopher, teacher of Plato, 
who wrote nothing but debated ethical questions with great 
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profundity; he was tried and executed by the Athenians on 
charges of impiety. 

Solon of Athens (early sixth century B.C.), sage, lawgiver, and 
poet; after instituting political reforms that helped the poor, 
he is said to have travelled around the Mediterranean. 

Strabo of Cappadocia (b. ca. 64 B.C.), geographer who provided a 
valuable picture of life in the Mediterranean in the first 
century B.c. 

Tacitus (56-ca. 118 A.D.), Roman historian who described the 
first century of the Empire. 

Terence (Publius Terentius Afer, d. 159 B.c.), playwright who 
adapted Greek comedies for the Roman stage. 

Tertullian of Carthage (ca. 160-240 A.D.), Christian theologian 
and ethicist. 

Thales of Miletus (seventh century B.C.), one of the legendary 
Seven Wise Men, the first important Greek scientist. 

Theuth (Thoth), Egyptian moon-god, patron of scribes and schol¬ 
ars, identified by the Greeks with their god Hermes. 

Virgil (Publius Vergilius Maro, 70-19 B.C.), Roman poet, author 
of the Aeneid. 

Zeus, principal deity of the Greek pantheon, identified by the 
Greeks with the Egyptian god Amun (q.v.). 

For more detailed information, see George Hart, A Dictionary of 
Egyptian Gods and Goddesses (New York: Routledge, 1986); 
The Dictionary of Ancient Egypt , eds. Ian Shaw and Paul 
Nicholson in association with the British Museum (New 
York: Harry N. Abrams, 1995); The Oxford Classical Dictio¬ 
nary , 3d ed., eds. Simon Homblower and Anthony Spawforth 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1996); Pierre Grimal, 
The Dictionary of Classical Mythology , trans. A. R. Maxwell- 
Hyslop (New York: Basil Blackwell, 1987); The Oxford Dictio¬ 
nary of the Christian Church , 2d ed., eds. F. L. Cross and E. 
A. Livingstone (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983). 
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HISTORY/ BLACK STUDIES 


Not Out of Africa has sparked widespread debate over the teaching of revisionist history 
in schools and colleges. Was Socrates black? Did Aristotle steal his ideas from the 
library in Alexandria? Do we owe the underlying tenets of our democratic civilization to 
the Africans? Mary Lefkowitz explains why politically motivated histories of the ancient 
world are being written and shows how Afrocentrist claims blatantly contradict the his¬ 
torical evidence. Not Out of Africa is an important book that protects and argues for the 
necessity of historical truths and standards in cultural education. 


Not Out of Africa combines a learned demolition of various politically correct historical fan¬ 
tasies with a thoughtful inquiry into questions of historical method and of academic freedom. 
Anyone perplexed hy multicultural education should read it. 

-Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., CUNY Graduate Center 


A lightning rod for racial conspiracy theorists, antisemites, black nationalists and academic 
leftists . . . scholarly detective work. — IVASHINGTON POSI ' 


Xn historical study there is no such thing as the last word; hut this hook is the best word so far in 
the debate about Egypt s influence on classical Greek philosophy. It is also a rattling good yarn. 
. . . This book will not end the debate on these questions, but it will radically improve its quality. 

-K. Anthony Atpiah, Harvard University 


A brilliant, incisive, and erudite critique of the bustle that is Afrocentrism. 

-Clarence E. Walker, University of California, Davis 

Alary L<efkowitz s courageous book reminds us that history must be based on evidence, openly 
arrived at and openly argued, not myth, ideology, or opinion. She further reminds us that if schol¬ 
ars abandon the canons of scholarship, then the university itself is in peril. 

-Diane Ravitch, New York University 

You re carried along not only by the quality of her argument but by the scholarly excitement of 
the hunt. . . . Alost of it sure sounds conclusive to me. —VILLAGE VOICE 

Mary Lefkowitz is the Andrew W. Mellon Professor in the Humanities at Wellesley College. She 
is the author of many books on ancient Greece and Rome, including Lives of the Greek Poets 
and Women in Greek Myth , as well as articles for the Wall Street Journal and the New 
Republic. She is the coeditor of Women’s Life in Greece and Rome and Black Athena Revisited. 



